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A whiff of sweet fragrance 
| wafted by. 


When I looked up, | nearly 
jumped from seeing 
the saint so close. 


Did she mean to use 
her miracle— 
or possibly magic? 


“That...injury of yours? 
Pll treat it...for you.” 


Ria 
The Saint of Arcadius, who wields 
—— God’s Miracles. 


A mysterious, beautiful woman 
who treats the sick and wounded 
using God’s Miracles in the holy 
city of Arcadius. 


















A city came into view, sprawling out along the coastline. 
That—was the port city Edeabelna. 

“Unbelievable! There are so many ships, Mercenary!” 
Excitedly, Zero leaned out of the cart. 

Theo followed suit. 

“Awesome, isn’t it?” Theo grinned proudly as if he owned the town. 
If one looked closely enough at the harbor arrayed with ships, one // 


could see many a gargantuan vessel with its sails unfurled, sloshing | 
through the waves as they sailed from their docks.“ 


A young boy helping to 
guide)Zerojandjcompany 
during their travels, and 
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hemorrhage of doctors 


“Incredible...this is 
| my, firsttime seeing / 
Thejholy/city of Arcadius. : { anything of'the sort’ 
°° - beieeeea lis quite love 
The city was situated on an island at the rough ab 
center, of an expansive lake. 
Vat, a 
A rope bridge stretched between the island and 
the'shore. 


Flanking the steps at the bridge’s destination 
were a pair of statues depicting tutelary deities. 


It felt quite strange for there to be statues of 
guardian deities at the gates of a holy city. 


The Blind Father? 


* Belonging,to Dea Ignis, \\ 

the Inquisition Office of the Church, 
the Blind Father keeps watch 

over the Saint’s miracles. 





HaVNVM OMIHIHSOA 4q pousisag 


MAP 452Ah/ HHBE 


P283 P215 P210 P1149 Pl44 P105 P057 P02 


HES HESE 4k>+ 
NAP ANI NS BSHE SRR 


ie 


IR SIRE BE 
+= AN NNSo# HE 





aaa 


SOs $e 
SHES a HL || 


B7-14V#HE 
TOKO BBD LK 
DPNERH DISH, 
HAAN OAH 


B2Mar77142 
BAKEACEO MIKEY 
SIV BOTINA HSE. 
REET AIS PBEML TL 
£5" EROBAM SE 
sb, 


Bo-2z272e 

ERG KICEAOnLACR 
EISAMORMIC2o TUS, 
POF AA REAFV ANTE 
RCHRBRP ETON R 
ISTO BEMSHbD 2. 


B47 nvt 
HREAAO— DA Pick 
BOs RASH. MEPL 
CHUMP ELOS. PIF 4 
AACKHALISFOEPLEY 
BR TkKe S(O 
Bj\cPHENTS, 








sj]ua}u09g 


SO AHS TRI | 
HAE EVNNTS GR | 


2 Bae RT a a a eee Ee ea 


Table of Contents 


Cover 

Color Illustrations 

Table of Contents 

Chapter 1: The Republic of Cleon 
Chapter 2: The Saint and the Priest 
Chapter 3: Witch or Saint? 
Interlude: Disease Worsening 
Chapter 4: The Port City of Ideaverna 
Interlude: Sin 

Chapter 5: The Holy City of Akdios 
Chapter 6: Sacrificial Goat 

Credits 





Chapter 1: The Republic of 
Cleon 


“What a useless child.” 

| remember being always afraid of the matron as she said 
those words and sighed. 

Every time someone made a mistake—and they 
developed a negative attitude in fear of making mistakes— 
the matron would call them useless and punish them by 
making them skip meals. She would have them stand in one 
corner of the room, forcing them to watch everyone at the 
dinner table eating bread. Even when they collapsed in 
hunger, they would be woken up, forced to wait until dinner 
was over, and were ordered to wash everyone’s dishes. 

It must have been the matron’s way of showing kindness. 

When the kids grew up, they would have to leave the 
orphanage and live on their own. 

She would pick out the most useless kid from the orphans 
and mistreat them to set an example, to etch in everyone’s 
mind that if they didn’t work hard, they would end up like 
that one useless kid. 

Looking back, her method of upbringing was very 
efficient. The children at the orphanage worked hard every 
day, and not a single one of them slacked off. 

However, there would always be someone who couldn’t 
keep up with the rest, no matter how hard they tried. 

Like myself. 

“You're so obtuse. You’re more incompetent than any 
other child here!” 

“I’m sorry,” | said. | could feel my heart dying a little 
every time | apologized. 


“Your parents died because you’re so slow and useless.” 

My parents died of an illness. Crying, | looked fora 
doctor, but no one would entertain a poor child. 

My parents had no strength to eat the fruits | gathered in 
the forest, or the bread | stole. | could’ve stewed food to 
soften them, but | didn’t know how to start a fire. 

The second time | tried stealing, | was caught and beaten 
so badly that | couldn’t even steal anymore. 

My parents grew weaker and weaker by the day, and all | 
could do was give them water | drew from the well. 

Useless. 

The matron’s words were stuck deep in my mind, taking 
root. 

If | had been more useful, my parents would still be alive. 
It was my fault that they died. | killed my beloved parents. 

| have to be useful to someone. | have to do something. 

If | could help more people, I’m sure my parents would— 

And for that... 

| will do everything. | am even willing to make sacrifices. 


“Dear Zero and Mercenary, 

How are you doing? 

I’ve been too busy ever since you left, but | finally had 
time to write a letter. 

| hope you get this. It’s the first time I’ve used this Witch 
Letter, so I’m not so sure it works. It’s just old stuff | found 
buried inside my grandmother’s storehouse. Zero said | 
could use it to communicate with others even from a long 
distance, so here we are. I’m guessing you received it. 

Now, then. On to my main point. We’re mostly done with 
formulating laws that will govern the use of Magic. Once 
promulgated to the public, we’ll begin educating our new 
Mages. 

How’s everything on your side? Are you making progress 
on your investigation on Magic that might have been 
brought outside of Wenias? 


I’ve been doing some digging myself, but they’re all just 
unreliable rumors. 

So you know that Wenias banning witch hunts is like 
opposing the Church, right? Because of it, anti-Church 
groups in other countries have become more active, 
apparently. Not witches, but ordinary humans who wish to 
become one, are saying that the age of witches has come. 

Oh, wait. | guess it’s Mage now, instead of “witch”. I’m 
still getting used to it. 

So anyway. All I’m getting is chaotic information. 

Skirmishes between the Church and anti-Church groups 
are happening all over the place, and neighbouring 
countries want Wenias to take responsibility. 

I’ve even heard rumors of a one-of-a-kind book of Magic 
that gives you power to rule the world just by reading it 
being traded at an incredibly high price. 

If it’s true, then they’re stupid. After all, | have the real 
book, the Grimoire of Zero. 

Apparently Thirteenth had some members of the Coven 
of Zero secretly make a copy of the book, but the situation 
changed before they could complete it. 

Speaking of that crafty and annoying Thirteenth... Thanks 
to him, we’ve figured out the approximate number of Mages 
that left Wenias. He said there are at most ten of them, 
judging by the unaccounted proof of enlistment to the 
Coven. 

Oh, I’m running out of space to write. That’s it for now. 

PS. Let me know if you’re planning to come to Wenias. 1’ll 
be expecting some souvenirs. 


Albus 
+++ 


“It turned into a letter...” | muttered with surprise as | 
stared at the surprisingly neat handwriting. 

| was sitting by the window of the vast dining hall that 
occupied the entire ground floor of a roadside inn. 

If | recall correctly, there was nothing on it yesterday. 
The words of someone in the kingdom of Wenias were 
definitely written on the piece of paper. It was a parchment 
that Albus gave me when we parted ways in Wenias. She 
said, “Keep that paper with you and you'll receive a letter 

from me,” but | didn’t expect it to arrive this way. 

So if we wrote on this parchment, the words would be 
shown on the parchment that Albus owned? 

“Witches’ tools sure are useful...” | murmured with a sigh. 
| wasn’t sure if | was astonished or impressed. 

If it was distributed to the public, it would make life 
easier, but witch tools were fundamentally difficult to obtain 
and manufacture. 

The Witch Letter itself was said to be a rare item created 
by placing the hide of twin goats born on the night of a new 
moon at the center of a Magic circle, and exposing it to 
moonlight for seven days and seven nights. Both 
parchments would have to be marked by an engraving with 
a pen made from the bones of the mother goat. All in all, it 
was an eerie and troublesome process. 

Since Wenias now supported Mages, it might become a 
common item among the public one day. 

There were many other kinds of witch’s tools as well. 
Some people would not think twice about spending their 
fortune for them. A traveling merchant, for example, would 
be eager to get their hands on a Witch Letter, since they 
could use it to contact people from far away immediately. 

Then again, using an item created by witches, the 
Church’s natural enemies, would have dire consequences. 


“Did you hear about Wenias?” 

Then suddenly | heard a voice in the otherwise noisy 
dining hall. 

The roadside inn, frequented by all sorts of people, was 
also a place for travelers to exchange information. 

Amid the din of conversations reduced to mere noise, my 
ears caught curious words. | listened attentively to the men 
who appeared to be merchants. 

“Il did. The kingdom banned witch hunts, right? 
Coexistence with witches, apparently. To think they were at 
war with them until recently.” 

“| heard a righteous witch defeated the evil sorcerer who 
tried to take over the kingdom. Wenias cut ties with the 
Church, and started supporting witches.” 

“Supporting witches? | doubt the Knights Templar will just 
sit around and do nothing.” 

Of course not. Not when the kingdom openly accepted 
witches, the Church’s sworn enemies. It wouldn’t be 
Surprising if the Church dispatched a large group of knights 
to crush the heretical nation. 

But Wenias decided to break away from the Church 
precisely because they believed they wouldn’t be defeated 
easily. 

“And that’s where Magic comes in. So witches used to 
perform rituals that lasted for days to cast powerful spells, 
right? Now all they have to do is recite some incantation and 
they can use Magic.” 

“No way!” 

“| saw it with my own eyes when | passed through 
Wenias. What’s more, anyone can use this Magic thing as 
long as they have the knack for it. Just need to train for 
about five years. In other words, Wenias obtained an asset 
powerful enough to stand against the Church.” 

On top of that, the kingdom of Wenias, located in the 
middle of the continent, was a center of diplomatic relations 
where travelers from all over the world stopped by. No 


country would want a war to break out there, so the Church 
had to be extra cautious. 

“| see. So if | went to Wenias, | could learn this “Magic” 
too?” 

“It’s possible, or so | heard. But | doubt you can. You don’t 
look the least bit like a mystical sorcerer.” 

“What did you say?” 

The men burst into laughter, then moved on to business 
matters. 

| studied the letter again. How’s our investigation going? 
My reply to that would be “We’ve made no progress at all.” 
Word of what happened in Wenias was definitely spreading 
to other places, but we hadn’t heard of any incidents 
happening in other countries that involved Magic. 

Magic was a newly-invented craft. While it was useful, it 
could also be abused in many ways, and only a few had the 
means to counter it. If those Magic-wielding people that left 
Wenias caused trouble, no one could suppress them. 

That is why we, possessing the means to fight against 
Magic, were looking into incidents that involved it. 

“Hey, Witch. What do you think? Even with the intel- 
gathering power of Wenias, we got nothing. We can’t 
investigate on our own—” | lifted my head to find a hooded 
woman grappling with a huge shrimp’s shell, cracking it with 
a stone. 

Peeling off the shell, Zero—my employer and the royal 
pain-in-the-ass author of the miraculous Grimoire of Zero— 
opened her mouth wide and bit into the meat. 

She had long, silver-colored hair that reached to her 
waist, skin whiter than snow, and mystical, bluish purple 
eyes. Her beautiful features were hard to look at directly. 
Even |, her mercenary, needed courage just to look her in 
the eye. Her face was half-hidden by her hood, but you 
could see her beauty just from her lips alone. 

Damn it, woman. You weren’t even paying attention, huh? 


The sight of her stuffing her mouth with shrimp and 
enjoying her food made me slightly angry, so | snatched the 
shrimp from her hand and tossed the whole thing into my 
mouth. 

Biting down on the remaining hard head shell with my 
fangs, | savored the sweet flavor of the sea oozing from the 
soft meat. Hmm, yes. That’s delicious. 

After | finished eating it, Zero rose from her seat, her face 
pale from astonishment. 

“My food!” she cried. “My shrimp steamed in kelzas herb 
and prepared with fruit sauce! Why? Why did you take it 
from me?! Do you know how long | have been waiting for it 
to cook? How can you be so cruel?! What did | do to you?!” 

“Do | need any reason to eat a shrimp laid before me?” 

“Why, you...! You heartless monster!” 

“Whoa there. You're almost crossing the line. There are 
some things in this world that you can’t just say and that 
was one of them.” 

Zero looked at me with a straight face, and | saw myself 
reflected in those bluish purple eyes—a beast with the head 
of a large carnivore, fur covering my entire body, and claws 
from my huge hands that could rip apart a human being if 
sharpened. 

A half man, half beast—a Beastfallen. 

Beastfallen were like symbols of depravity. They were 
Savages and aggressive, feared by the masses. At least 
that’s the impression the world had of them. It was 
understandable, though. Who wouldn’t be scared if a 
monster capable of crushing a human head with its bare 
hands was nearby? 

Even in this mess room crowded with travelers, the tables 
near me were empty. 

To a normal person, it would be like dining with a 
disgusting vermin. When | entered the dining hall, the 
conversations stopped completely for a while. After realizing 
that | was just a harmless Beastfallen who was here to eat, 


the sounds of conversation gradually resumed. Now the hall 
was lively again, but still some tension remained. 

In the midst of all the noise, | heard someone grumble 
“Why’s a Beastfallen here eating with us?” but | pretended 
to not hear them. They probably thought | couldn’t hear 
them. | would just wear myself out if | got mad at every 
single thing. 

As a matter of fact, | was a mercenary who had killed a 
lot of people for money. Only murderers would actually like 
me. 

In reality, however, | was an absolute coward. Having 
been born a monster, | worked bloody jobs all my life, but 
my hobby was actually cooking, and my dream was to open 
a small tavern somewhere. A pipe dream, really. Who would 
even come to a tavern run by a Beastfallen? Not me, that’s 
for sure. 

But Zero said she could turn me into a normal human 
being. So she and | struck a deal. 

Witches were scourges of the world, always in danger of 
being burned at the stake. In exchange for protecting Zero, 
she would “someday” turn me into a human. 

When exactly was this “someday”? No one knew. 

In order to rectify the problem that Zero’s brother 
Thirteenth caused, Zero had to expend a large amount of 
her mana. As a result, she didn’t have the power to turn me 
human now. 

Summoning a demon to my body had strengthened the 
bond between my human soul and the beast’s soul. A little 
amount of mana would not be enough to restore me. 

Zero said she would recover her mana eventually, so | 
decided to accompany her on her journey. However, | had 
no idea when that would happen. 

| was used to traveling from one battlefield to another 
anyway. Traveling with a witch didn’t really affect my life in 
a huge manner. To be honest, | didn’t really mind. 


If there was a problem, it was Zero’s severe lack of 
common societal knowledge. Insulting a Beastfallen to their 
face could result in bloodshed. 

As | rebuked her in the most polite way possible, Zero 
tilted her head to the side in confusion. 

“l apologize,” she said. “I did not mean to offend you.” 

“It’s fine. I’m not mad. Just a little hurt.” 

“| was simply telling the truth,” she said with a straight 
face. 

“Il take it back. I’m mad now.” | shoved Albus’s letter in 
Zero’s face. 

“S-Stop! What are you doing?! | cannot eat!” 

“It’s a letter from the kid. No information on the Mages 
that left Wenias.” 

Zero squirmed, bending back a little, then pulled the 
letter away, distancing herself from my hand. 

“You've got ink on your face,” | mumbled. 

After skimming the contents of the letter, Zero breathed 
on it casually. The letters crumbed and vanished. 

Whoa... Now that’s what I’d expect to see from a witch. 

| pretended | didn’t see anything. 

Fortunately, no one seemed to witness what she just did. 
Making a big deal out of it now would only attract attention 
to us as well. 

“It was as expected,” Zero said. “Actually, we gathered 
more than expected.” 

“Really?” 

| didn’t read anything useful in the letter. Even if we had 
actual intel, we couldn’t verify its authenticity. There was 
only a ridiculous rumor about a magic book—the Grimoire of 
Zero that Albus currently possessed—being traded. 

There was nothing much that could qualify as intel in that 
letter. 

“The copy is currently missing, correct?” Zero said grimly. 

If a copy of the Grimoire of Zero was actually created, it 
could be the one being traded in the market. 


But in Albus’s letter, she mentioned that it was never 
completed. Wouldn’t that mean that a copy didn’t exist at 
all? 

Zero looked puzzled. “Even incomplete, that book could 
be more than enough of a threat to the world. Did | not tell 
you that one page alone could destroy the world? In fact, 
the first part is what matters as it contains the concept of 
Magic itself. If it disappeared amidst all the chaos...” She 
shook her head gravely, and exhaled. “It is safe to assume 
that someone took it. The lass is too optimistic.” 

“True... If data regarding weapons developed during a 
war completely disappeared after the war was over, that 
would be a major national problem. But maybe someone 
disposed of it? You know, out of fear of leaking newly 
developed technology or something. In fact, that’s more 
likely the case rather than it being stolen.” 

“Too optimistic,” Zero said firmly. 

Zero basically went wherever she wanted to go and saw 
what she wanted to see. But at the heart of it all, her 
objective was to solve problems caused by Magic. As the 
one who invented it, she probably felt responsible. 

| thought it was utterly absurd. 

| didn’t think the person who invented a new technology 
should be responsible for the people who abused it. If a thief 
killed someone with a knife made by a blacksmith, would it 
be the blacksmith’s fault? Or did the blame lie with whoever 
pioneered steelmaking? Of course not. 

Still Zero would not concede, saying, “Those are different 
matters altogether.” She was usually easygoing, but when it 
came to Magic, she was unyielding. She couldn’t overlook 
any information regarding a copy of the grimoire. 

“Il think it’s stupid to worry about the copy being stolen 
and misused when there’s no proof that it exists in the first 
place,” | said. “If anything, you’re being too pessimistic.” 

“No. We should always assume the worst. After seeing 
what Thirteenth did, anyone would think that if they brought 


the Grimoire of Zero outside the kingdom, they could create 
a new Coven and take over a nation. Thirteenth asked fora 
copy to be made, but we have no idea where it is. We 
should assume that it had been leaked.” 

“I! don’t know about that...” 

Power was a sweet nectar, enticing many lowlifes. 

Until we recovered the copy of the grimoire, purging 
countless Mages was pointless. More Mages would just keep 
popping up. If there was no copy in the first place, we would 
basically be on a wild goose chase. 

We had our work cut out for us, whether the copy existed 
or not. 

“Man, this whole thing’s a pain in the ass. | wanna quit.” 

“Will you now?” Zero asked with a look of amazement. 

“Of course not! I’m gonna get paid for the job | did! So 
until you turn me human again, | will not quit.” 

All this talk about turning me back into a human was 
payment for guarding her during all the chaos in Wenias. 
Until | receive that—that is, until she turned me human—l 
would never leave zero. 

As for the payment for my current job, | received a few 
gems that Zero possessed in advance. If | converted them 
into coins, | could live an easy life for several years. So 
yeah, it was a profitable job. 

Zero chuckled. “Yes, you are guarding me out of your own 
will. Deep inside, you do not want to quit. You wish to be 
with me.” 

Where does she even get this confidence from? | frowned. 
Her looks? This is why | don’t like beautiful women. 

Zero suddenly stopped laughing, and looked at the plate 
before her. “That being said, | am not forcing you to be 
bound to me. | wrote the Grimoire of Zero and brought 
chaos upon the world. | alone am liable. To contain it is my 
duty. And it is an important one.” 

Zero was always arrogant, but when she slumped like 
this, | became aware of how small she actually was. 


“So | will not make you wait long for your compensation. 
Then you will be free, in the truest sense of the word. You 
will not need to escort me. You can go anywhere and fulfill 
your dreams.” 

“Listen—” 

“So until then, | will use my charm to captivate you and 
make you beg to stay with me!” 

Of course. | should’ve expected as much. | knew she 
wasn’t the kind to get depressed. She spouted trivial 
matters in a tone that sounded like she was about to 
determine the fate of a whole nation. 

Averting my gaze from Zero, | took a sip of my cup. 

Witches were fundamentally pragmatic beings, acting in 
their own best interest. Zero mentioned duty and 
responsibility, but she probably wanted to suppress the 
chaos caused by Magic not for the sake of the world, but 
because she would not be able to sleep soundly at night. 

Duty and responsibility were words alien to me. | really 
couldn’t understand witches. They were willing to set out on 
an arduous journey because of some “duty,” when they 
were so lazy they couldn’t even be bothered to walk on their 
own. 

“All jests aside,” she said, “we must first recover the copy 
of the grimoire if we were to restore order. We will be 
running in circles otherwise.” 

“But we can’t even locate it. Hell, we’re not even sure if it 
actually exists.” 

“You do not believe me?” Zero grumbled. 

“Whatever.” | folded my arms, and looked up at the 
stained ceiling. “Judging from the kid’s letter, incidents that 
might involve Magic, big or small, are happening in many 
countries. If there is a copy, it’s probably in one of those 
places, but checking them all one by one will take too long.” 

“| suppose we will have to ask the lass to continue with a 
detailed investigation into the copy. If it is being traded, we 


can probably find out where, how, and by whom. In the 
meantime, we can proceed with our own investigation.” 

There was a port here in the Republic of Cleon. 

If the kingdom of Wenias was the central hub of land 
routes, then the Republic of Cleon was the central hub of 
sea routes. News from all over gathered here, so we chose 
this country as our current destination. 

Our next stop: the Republic of Cleon’s biggest port city, 
Ideaverna. 

“We can take a shortcut to Ideaverna through the forest. 
That is, if we don’t get lost in the woods.” 

Just then, amidst the din of the messroom, my ears 
caught the sound of carriage wheels and a horse neighing. 
It was already dark outside. Even a drafty inn like this 
seemed like paradise to travelers on the verge of camping 
outside. The carriage, however, sounded like it was running 

too fast. 

| looked outside the window. 

The next instant, the carriage rammed through the flimsy 
wooden wall, sending me flying through the air. Helplessly | 
rolled across the dining hall floor, crashing onto customers 
and tables alike. 

Am | dead? Warm liquid was pouring out from 
somewhere, drenching my body. /s this my blood? Man, 
that’s a lot. 

Well that was a surprisingly short life. I'll die without ever 
becoming human. Come to think of it, all | did was fight in 
wars. | had a little bit of fun in the end, though. 

The warm liquid entered my mouth, filling it with the 
aroma of rich milk and the taste of melted vegetables. Ah, 
this isn’t blood. It’s the cream soup that another customer 
was eating. 

“Mercenary! Are you all right?!” Zero, who managed to 
avoid the carriage, came running to me. “Oh my, you look 
delicious! Is this what they mean by having a meal prepared 
before you?” 


“Hell no!” | shouted. 

My senses gradually returned. | only suffered a minor 
bruise. That’s a Beastfallen for you, beings known for their 
toughness. 

Zero sighed in relief. She was still holding her plate and 
wooden spoon. 

She probably got out of the way the moment the carriage 
rammed into the wall, protecting the plate of food. | didn’t 
really have any right to criticize her, but it somehow made 
me furious. 

Then a scream echoed throughout the messroom. 

“It’s a child!” 

Hearing the word “child” in this situation sent heavy 
tension in the air. Forgetting the pain, | raised my body up 
and looked at the carriage lying on its side. 

A child lay sprawled near the vehicle. He looked no more 
than ten years old, with a small body and long, slender 
limbs. There weren’t any children around me, which meant 
he was in that carriage. Blood specked the boy’s sun-tanned 
Skin. His body twitched, his fingers scratching the floor. 

There was an agitated horse nearby, however. If he stood 
up and provoked it, he’d get kicked to death. 

| started running at once. Only me, a Beastfallen, could 
save the child without fear of the horse. 

As | picked him up, the horse, getting more and more 
agitated from the presence of a Beastfallen, reared. | 
ducked, but its hard hoof grazed my head. Blood splattered 
on the floor. | rolled away from the horse, then checked the 
child’s condition. He was limp and unmoving, bleeding from 
his head, and a piece of shattered wood was stuck on his 
shoulder. 

“Is there a doctor here?! The kid’s severely injured!” 

| looked around the messroom. But no matter the 
situation, a carnivorous beast raising its voice would scare 
just about anyone. No one came forward. 


| messed up. | shouldn’t have butted in. Maybe he'll make 
it if | just leave him here and bail. Someone would probably 
tend to him then. For a moment, | considered that option, 
but it would be faster if we did it ourselves. 

| only had my own personal first-aid kit to work with, but 
it was definitely better than leaving the kid and doing 
nothing. 

“Get me a chair’s leg!” | told Zero. “I'll stop the bleeding.” 
| lay the child down gently on the floor and ripped his bloody 
clothes to make a bandage. 

Zero came running over with a stick, which | took and 
fastened to the kid’s injury with the bandage. He screamed 
from the intense pain as | twisted it. 

“I’m gonna carry this kid to a room. You can save him, 
right?” 

Zero’s Magic should heal all his injuries. The witch 
nodded. 

“It will delay your returning to human form,” she said. 

“| don’t mind. | have time, but this kid doesn’t.” Slipping 
my hands under his knees and neck, | lifted him up. 

But then a man jumped out from a group watching us 
from afar. He wore a black cloak that covered his entire 
body, and carried a battered black bag. The pinky and ring 
fingers on his left hand were missing. Judging from the awful 
scar, an animal probably tore them off. 

“Who are you?” | asked. 

The man kneeled down next to me, examined the child’s 
wounds, then looked at me. “I’m a doctor,” he said. “I’m 
sorry for acting a little late. You scared me for a moment.” 
Then the man who claimed to be a doctor shouted to the 
crowd. “What are you all just standing around for? We have 
wounded people here! We’re doctors, aren’t we?!” 

We? 

| immediately understood what he meant. Men dressed in 
a doctor’s distinctive black cloak, with black bags in their 


hands, came running out of the crowd. There must have 
been more than ten of them. 

A few of them took the child from my arms, moved over 
to the table, and immediately began treating him. The rest 
of the doctors spread out in the messroom, looking for 
injured people and tending to them. 

“Do doctors work in groups these days?” Zero muttered. 

| don’t think so, but there’s really no other way to explain 
this situation. 

The next thing | knew, the dining hall was full of doctors. 

Fortunately, the customers avoided sitting too close to 
me, which resulted in fewer casualties. 

The injured were also treated promptly by the dozen or so 
doctors who happened to be present. The atmosphere in the 
dining hall was bright despite the accident that just occured. 

The most severely injured ones were me, who had been 
hit by the carriage directly, and the kid inside it. 

“Is the kid going to make it?” | glanced at the doctor—the 
one with the missing fingers—stitching up the wound on my 
forehead. He seemed used to treating Beastfallen. 

His name was Tito. He was a bit unusual, introducing 
himself to a Beastfallen like me. Several doctors treated the 
child, but only Tito saw to my wounds, saying, “You need 
medical attention as well.” 

Zero crouched down beside Tito, opened the doctor’s bag 
without permission, and studied his tools curiously. Naturally 
Tito tried to stop her, but he couldn’t resist her as her eyes 
moistened and she said, “I wish to see them.” 

What a terrifying, wicked woman. | should watch out. 

An overturned carriage, shattered tables, and broken 
plates lay scattered across the messroom. Some customers 
cleaned up the rubbish, throwing them out the hole in the 
wall. A few people, including me, were being treated while 
watching them in a corner. 

“Yeah, he’s a tough boy,” Tito answered. “Most of all, he’s 
lucky. He’s got a couple of good doctors attending to him. 


He’s not going to die that easily.” 

“True... that’s a hell of a lotta doctors.” 

Tito let out a Somewhat weary laugh. “We all belong to 
the same Doctors Guild. We can Save in travel expenses by 
moving as a group. Well, | exclusively deal with animals. I’m 
the one who treated the horse.” 

“You're a vet?!” 

“lam.” Tito nodded. “Otherwise | wouldn’t be able to tend 
to Beastfallen. | prefer your kind over fierce animals, since 
you can think and speak. Of course, Beastfallen who had 
lost their reason are worse to deal with than animals.” 

So he wasn’t used to treating Beastfallens, but he was 
used to treating actual beasts. Apparently his fingers were 
bitten off by a rampaging, wounded animal. 

It hurt a little, but | did actually look like a beast. Gotta 
control myself. | looked around the mess room once more. 

“Is there a doctor’s gathering somewhere?” | asked. “You 
know how doctors and scholars like to meet up and do 
conventions or seminars.” 

“| won't deny it, but that’s not the case this time. We 
were planning to move out of the country. Weren’t you told 
rooms were all full? Everyone’s traveling with their family, 
So we’re basically squeezing ourselves in the rooms.” 

| blinked repeatedly. Move out? All fifteen or so doctors? 

“This country doesn’t need doctors anymore. We get 
fewer patients, and we can no longer support ourselves.” 

“There’s no country out there that doesn’t need doctors. 
There’s a shortage of doctors everywhere.” 

Tito gave a complicated smile. /t sounds like there’s some 
reason for it. 

“In this country, God’s miracle cures diseases and heals 
injuries. It’s a wonderful thing, of course, but we doctors 
can’t sustain our livelihoods if we aren’t needed. That’s why 
we’re leaving. We can work as doctors outside this country.” 

“God’s... miracle?” | asked. | thought he was playing me, 
but Tito looked deadly serious. 


“The Saint of Akdios. | suppose a traveler like you won’t 
recognize the name.” 

“Yeah, | just arrived in Cleon recently. What exactly is this 
Akdios?” 

“It’s a city in the middle of an incredibly vast lake. It’s so 
vast that people who see it for the first time think it’s the 
ocean. | heard it’s actually connected to the sea 
underground. There’s a small island in the lake, and on the 
island is a place named the Holy City of Akdios.” 

“So there’s a saint there?” 

Tito nodded. “She’s a very kind-hearted saint, full of 
mercy and compassion. She heals sickness and wounds in a 
matter of seconds—even grave injuries that doctors cannot 
mend and incurable diseases—without the use of medicine 
or tools.” 

“Well that doesn’t sound fishy at all,” | said. “She’s 
probably some kind of a fraud.” 

“| wish that was the case, but unfortunately she’s the real 
deal. She really works miracles and really saves people. I’ve 
seen it with my own eyes. If she was a fraud, we wouldn’t 
be out of work.” 

“But God’s miracle isn’t something you can easily—” 

“Mercenary,” Zero called. 

| lowered my gaze to my feet. Zero gave a light nod, her 
eyes serious. 

Then a possibility came to mind. The book of Magic: the 
Grimoire of Zero. It consisted of four chapters—Hunting, 
Capture, Harvest, and Protection—and the last one, 
Protection, dealt mainly with healing. 

| had seen Albus treating burns with Magic from the 
chapter of Protection before. With it, healing illnesses and 
injuries without the use of medicine or tools would be 
possible. 

“Hey, doc. When did this saint appear? As a mercenary, | 
often hear rumors and such, but I’ve never heard of a Saint 
in Akdios.” 


“Of course, you haven't.” Tito smiled. “Until the Church 
officially recognizes them, saints are treated like witches. No 
one would willingly talk to travelers about having a saint in 
their town. It’s only in the last year or so that her name 
became known. Last year she cured a landowner of an 
incurable disease, catapulting her to fame. And as expected, 
the Church sent one of Dea Ignis’s members.” 

“Dea Ignis? You mean the Church’s elite death squad? 
The Inquisitors?” 

It was the job of Dea Ignis to determine whether someone 
was performing God’s miracles, or if they were simply a 
heretical witch, and report back to the Church. However, 
what they actually did wasn’t as simple as regular 
questioning. 

There would be no testimony. No trial. If their target was 
deemed to be a heathen faking miracles, they were judged 
on the spot. In other words, executed. 

The Church had a rule that stated that priests were not 
allowed to own weapons made to kill people. But Dea Ignis 
were said to fight with a blacksmith’s hammer or a farmer’s 
hoe under some twisted interpretation that “it is good as 
long as you don’t use an object that was created as a 
weapon”. 

The group was apparently formed some two to three 
hundred years ago after an incident in which a witch 
pretending to perform miracles killed countless priests and 
ordinary citizens. In short, they were monsters trained to kill 
witches single-handedly while using objects that weren’t 
exactly weapons. They were mighty warriors, so to speak. 
Honestly | wouldn’t want to meet any of them. 

There were many people who questioned their 
Significance in this day and age, when witches no longer 
caused serious incidents. If you asked me, they should just 
dissolve such a terrifying group. 

| hated the Church just as much as witches. Actually, 
since | started traveling with Zero, I’d become less hostile 


towards witches, and more antagonistic towards the Church. 

“So, was she acknowledged as a saint?” | asked. 

“| haven't heard anything about that. | guess they’re in 
the middle of deliberating. The Church is known for its 
quickness in identifying witches and its cautiousness in 
recognizing miracles.” Tito lowered his voice to a whisper. 
“They’re like women who immediately suspect you of 
cheating. They don’t believe in words of love.” 

Many doctors were anti-Church. Rather, it would be more 
accurate to say that because the Church hated doctors, 
doctors also hated the Church in return. 

Medicine originally belonged to the Church. If someone 
was sick or injured, they would go to them for treatment. 
But because of the increase in the number of doctors, the 
Church had inevitably become less important. 

That’s why the Church hated doctors, saying that saving 
people’s lives for money was an act lower than even that of 
the devil. | could understand why doctors struggled to 
maintain their faith after that. 

Sickness and injury couldn’t be cured by praying. Doctors 
knew that, and that’s why they relied more on knowledge 
and skill, not the miracles of God. 

Now if a doctor acknowledged a saint’s miracles to be 
real, they suddenly sounded like the real deal. 

We found unexpected information in an unexpected 
place. | had no idea if this Saint of Akdios was connected to 
the copy of the Grimoire of Zero, but if she was nearby, we 
couldn't pass it up. 

“Well, even if we thought she was a witch,” Tito 
continued, “now that the Church had intervened, we can’t 
say bad things about her anymore. If her healings were 
recognized as miracles, those who slandered her would 
have trouble living their lives.” 

“Are there people who think that she’s a witch?” 

Tito gave a troubled look. “Please don’t ask me that.” 

“I’m sorry. I’m not gonna pry deeper.” 


“| appreciate that. | have my position in the guild to think 
about as well. They already look down on me just because 
I’m a vet. Anyway, if you’ve just entered the country, you 
probably don’t have a map yet. You can have mine. | don’t 
need it any—” 

“Please don’t go! We need doctors!” 

A shrill cry ripped through the messroom, cutting Tito off. 

| looked towards the direction of the voice and saw a 
child, with his shoulders and head wrapped in bandages, 
screaming and clinging to a doctor. 

It was the kid | rescued earlier. 

“C-Calm down! We just stitched you up. Your wounds 
might open.” 

“There’s already a shortage of doctors at the moment. 
What are we going to do if more and more left?! Please. We 
can work once we’re healed. And then you'll get paid! 
Without doctors, all we can do is wait for death! You’re all 
going to abandon this country?!” 

“Why don’t you just go to the Saint?! She heals for free 

“She only heals the rich! Poor people like us can barely 
get into the Holy City! How in the world can we ask her?!” 

“We need to put food on the table too! We can’t work as 
doctors in this country!” A young doctor yelled, pulling on 
the boy. 

The child screamed then crouched down, unable to bear 
the pain of his wound. 

“Please,” he sobbed before collapsing. He did not move 
after that. 

The young doctor stared at the boy with a pale face, and 
fled out of the dining hall. No one could say anything. No 
one knew what to do. They all just watched the unconscious 
child. 

Tito, unable to just sit back and watch, was about to step 
forward, when Zero stopped him. 


“Mercenary,” she said. As | lowered my gaze, Zero 
chuckled and shot a glance at the kid. “That looks like a 
good source of information.” 

Source of information? “Oh, | get you.” She was 
absolutely right. 

We could learn about the Saint of Akdios and the state of 
this country from him. A poor child like him might spill 
everything freely. 

If we wanted the kid, now was our best chance. | walked 
up to the boy. Tito was about to say something, but Zero 
reassured him, “Let him handle it. He will not do anything 
bad to the child.” 

Fortunately, no one seemed to show interest in the child. 
| doubt they’d demand compensation for the damages from 
a gravely-wounded kid either. 

Besides, the innkeeper was quietly leading two horses 
that were pulling the carriage into his stables with a smile. 
They looked like good horses. He could easily pay for the 
restoration by selling them. 

Why in the world did the kid crash the carriage into the 
inn? I'd bet he had some stupid reason behind it. 

The black carriage looked lavish, and the two horses were 
young and healthy stallions. There was no way they would 
let a child in dirty rags ride such a high-class carriage. 

It was clear that the travelers and the innkeeper didn’t 
want any trouble by asking questions. If the innkeep in 
particular knew what was going on, they might have to let 
go of the horse they had acquired. A wise businessman 
would insist they didn’t know anything when they sold them 
off. 

Some might actually be curious, but | was sure no one 
would have the courage and guts to object to me, a 
Beastfallen, taking custody of the child. | could just come up 
with some random reason later. 

Carrying the unconscious child, | hurriedly left the 
messroom before anyone could say anything. 


The room | was given was, of course, a stable. For inns 
with many guests, stables were treated like rooms, where 
the poor and Beastfallen like me were shown to, no matter 
how many rooms were still available. 

There were times when | thought about getting a regular 
room since | had Zero with me, but she said, “I am better 
suited to the stables”. As such, we basically slept in stables. 

Zero didn’t care where she slept as long as she had my 
fur, apparently. 

Laying the kid on the straw, | wiped the traces of food 
clinging to my fur, and started writing a reply to Albus. 

“So you can write,” Zero said with a hint of surprise while 
pressing against my back. 

There was a significant difference in our height. Even 
when | was sitting and Zero was standing, her eyes were 
still at a level lower than mine. So when Zero tried to peek 
at me from behind, she put almost her entire weight on my 
back. 

“You're freakin’ heavy.” 

“Do you wish to have your ears plucked?” 

“You're a little too light,” | quickly corrected. “Eat more 
food.” 





Zero’s fingers moved away from my ears. / think | almost 
died. Gotta be careful about what | say. The witch picked up 
the parchment up from the desk. There were only two lines 
in it. 

““Rumors of Magic in the Republic of Cleon’s Akdios. 
Requesting follow-up investigation on the copy of the 
grimoire’. Is this all?” 

“! can read and write, but | ain’t good at it. Best | can do 
is use standard templates and substitute words. Pretty sure 
that’s enough. What else should | even write?” 

“A lot, is there not? Like, ‘How are you doing?’ or 
‘Traveling with Zero is fun’. You can also write ‘Zero looks 
beautiful every day’ or ‘I wish to kiss her’. Something along 
those lines.” 

“Let me tell you something, witch. If you push too hard, 
men tend to pull back.” 

“In that case, | simply need to push to the limit to obtain 
victory.” 

“It’s not about winning! Listen. Men are more attracted to 
shyness or vulnerability that makes them want to protect 
the girl.” 

“Preposterous. Thirteenth treated the weak-willed like 
trash.” 

“Don’t use that guy as the standard! Your brother doesn’t 
think like a normal human being!” 

A sudden chill ran down my spine. | felt Thirteenth’s dark 
and vicious gaze on my back, like some slug crawling. 

Please don’t tell me you’re spying on me with some 
shady spell. | hated that | couldn’t rule out that possibility. 

“Is something wrong?” Zero asked. “You are shaking.” 

“It’s nothing. Something awful just popped into my 
mind.” 

| couldn’t stand Thirteenth, apparently. Breathing a sigh, | 
rolled up the parchment and shoved it in my bag. 

“Kid,” | called. “You can move if you’re awake.” 


The child had been pretending to be asleep for a while 
now. His body stiffened for a moment, then he slowly got 
up, understandably cautious. After passing out in the 
messroom, he found himself in the stables with a 
Beastfallen. Even an adult would be frightened by this 
situation. A child who looked to be more or less ten years 
old couldn’t possibly stay calm. 

The sight of the scrawny child with sun-bleached hair and 
freckles, cowering on the straw in fear of me, somehow 
made me feel bad. 

“Relax. AS you can see, I’m a Beastfallen, but | won’t eat 
you.” | made my voice sound as gentle as possible. “How’s 
your wound? Does it hurt?” 

The child stirred, then nodded. “I’m fine,” he said. “But | 
feel sticky...” A frown formed on his freckled face. 

| must’ve gotten some cream soup on him when | carried 
him, but | had no reason to explain all that. 

“Who are you, gramps?” the boy asked. “The inn’s 
bouncer or something? Wh-What are you planning to do 
with me?” 

Did he really just call me gramps? 

No, | couldn’t blame him. It was difficult to gauge a 
Beastfallen’s age based on their appearance alone. From 
the point of view of a ten-or-so year old kid, | was quite old. 

Scaring him would only give us trouble, so | told myself to 
calm down. Don’t get mad now. 

“I’m just a traveling mercenary. I’m also a victim who 
suffered a direct hit from the carriage you were riding in.” 

The kid turned pale, his eyes widening. “I’m sorry! | tried 
to stop it, but the horse just wouldn’t listen! Please don’t eat 
me! I’ll do anything!” 

“| said I’m not gonna eat you! Damn, what a rude kid! 
Keep that up, and | might actually devour you!” 

“Calm down, Mercenary. You are contradicting yourself.” 

Oh, shit. That was a bit childish of me. 


| was used to being discriminated against for being a 
Beastfallen, but apparently treating me like an old man 
bothered me more than | thought it would. | ended up 
Snapping at the boy for something I’d usually ignore. 

Awkwardly | cleared my throat. “My bad. It’s okay. | don’t 
eat humans, and I’m not fond of raw meat to begin with. | 
cook my meat properly and serve them on a plate.” 

“That’s even more scary!” the boy shouted. 

“| was just explaining myself. | don’t eat people either 
way. | know there are stories of Beastfallen eating humans, 
but they’re a rare exception.” 

“Il know that!” 

“You do?” | asked, surprised. 

The boy nodded. “I know someone who’s a Beastfallen.” 

Oh, that’s good. It’ll make things easier. 

“That’s right, kid. I’m a well-mannered, gentle, and 
reasonable Beastfallen. | brought you here for one reason. 
To ask you something.” 

“Really?” 

“l won't ask why you rammed a Carriage into an inn. 
There’s probably some stupid reason behind it anyway. | 
don’t wanna get dragged into any more mess either.” 

He gave a frightened look. “I don’t think there’s anything 
| can tell you, though.” 

“Tell us about the saint,” Zero and | said at the same 
time. 


The Saint of Akdios was a young maiden who just turned 
eighteen, said to be as beautiful as a goddess. A beautiful 
saint sounded too good to be true, but considering there 
was a beautiful witch nearby, | didn’t bother commenting on 
it. 

Her being regarded as a merciful and compassionate 
angel who descended from the heavens, healing anyone for 
free, creeped me out, making the fur on my tail stand on 
end. 


Rumors tended to get too embellished, but this was just 
too corny. As a matter of fact, the boy didn’t seem to believe 
the rumors himself. 

“The saint doesn’t usually leave Akdios,” he said. “She 
sometimes goes out to heal rich people who are seriously 
sick and can’t make it to the Holy City, but anyone who 
wants to be cured of their illness usually goes to the Holy 
City by themselves.” 

“Holy City, eh? You said the poor can’t even get close to 
it.” 

“Officially, anyone can go in, but in reality, a lot of people 
are denied entry. They say that the poor commit burglary, 
and it’s bad for a kind saint’s heart or something. 

“I see. Sounds like a reasonable way to maintain public 
order.” 

If the poor were denied entry for security reasons, so 
would Beastfallen, no doubt. But we had a pass from the 
kingdom of Wenias, a very powerful document that 
validated one’s identity. If they said Beastfallen were a 
threat to security, | could just say | was Zero’s bodyguard. 

“Are you sick?” the boy asked. “Is that why you’re asking 
about the saint?” 

“What? Oh, no. I’m not really—” 

“Yes. |am suffering from a terminal disease called love,” 
Zero cut in. “A forbidden one, where I, a stunningly beautiful 
woman, falls in love with a ruthless mercenary in the form of 
a beast—” 

“Can you please shut your mouth, madam? You’re just 
gonna complicate things.” 

This woman’s learning more and more stupid things while 
traveling. Dealing with every single ridiculous matter she 
said or did was starting to get annoying. 

“Terminal?” they boy said. “That means it can’t be cured, 
right? | see. Sounds awful.” 

Look, he actually believed you. An innocent child ts 
looking at you with pity in his eyes. | glared at Zero, but she 


seemed unapologetic. 

“The saint might be able to heal you, then.” 

What a skinny kid. Whenever he slumped, he looked so 
Small that | could probably crush him with one hand. 

“Do you despise the saint?” Zero asked. | had the same 
question in mind. 

The kid seemed to have quite the negative impression on 
her. 

“Despise? No, not at all. It’s just...” He trailed off. He 
regarded me and Zero with the eyes of a small animal 
measuring its distance from a predator. He was extremely 
cautious, not the thoughtless idiot | expected him to be. 

“You guys Saw me causing a ruckus, didn’t you?” he said 
finally. “There are fewer doctors around. They say doctors 
aren’t needed because of the saint. But we’ll be in trouble 
without doctors. The saint is someone just out of our reach.” 
He gave a pleasant yet dejected smile. 

Leaning back on the table, | combed the long fur around 
my chin with my nails. 

The saint’s existence was causing the doctors’ numbers 
to decrease. It made sense. Older technology became 
obsolete with the development of superior technology. From 
Sorcery to Magic. From earthenware to steel. Society 
constantly leaned towards what made life easier. Just like 
how the sick moved from the Church’s dubious healing to 
the doctors’ reliable medicine. If the saint’s miracles were 
legit, the sick would move from medicine to her healing. 

But not all people could adapt to rapid change. Many 
would be at a loss if doctors suddenly decreased in number. 
However with their patients taken by the saint, doctors had 
no other choice but to move somewhere else to earn a 
living. Otherwise, they would go broke. 

Killing the saint might solve the problem, but that would 
be a terrible idea. From what | had heard so far, this saint 
simply healed people. She didn’t sound like a bad person at 
all. 


“You're headed to the Holy City, aren’t you?” the kid 
asked. “You want to see the saint, right?” 

“Yeah, | guess.” 

Does the saint use Magic? If she does, where did she 
learn it? Does she know about the copy of the Grimoire of 
Zero? To find answers to our questions, heading to the Holy 
City would be a good start. 

The boy mumbled to himself for a while, then turned to 
look at me as if he’d made up his mind on something. 

“Can you take me with you?” he asked. 

“What?” 

“Having a guide to the Holy City would be useful. It would 
take a week to get there if you traveled by the main road, 
but only about half the time if you took shortcuts. | do odd 
jobs for all sorts of people, so I’ve been all over the country. 
| can serve you well. My place is actually close to the Holy 
City. | want to go home, but there are bandits and wild dogs 
out there. | don’t have any money, but | can do a lot of 
things! Please take me with you!” 

Zero and | exchanged glances. The witch simply gave a 
shrug, which | took as “you decide.” 

We were going to Akdios anyway. Doing chores and 
leading the way would be enough in exchange for protecting 
a lone child. If we ran into bandits, | could easily carry the 
two of them and run away. 

“Fine,” | finally said. 

“Really?” The boy’s freckled face lit up. “Thank you! My 
name’s Tio. You can also call me Theo.” He flashed a bright 
smile. Though one of his front teeth was missing. 

The way he spoke and his cheerful spirit gave a strange 
feeling of affinity to others. 

“So, um... What should | call you two?” he asked. 

“You may call me Zero.” 

“| see. What about you, gramps?” 

Before | could introduce myself, | shut my mouth quickly. 


“I will bind you to me through your name and make 
you mine, and mine alone, forever. Now give me your 
name!” 


| had never forgotten Zero’s threat. If she learned my 
name, she would turn me into her servant. A Beastfallen 
that served a witch. It had a sinister ring to it. The 
designation alone could rock the whole world. 

/ sure as hell don’t want that. Absolutely not. | had made 
up my mind that once | became human, | would retreat to 
the countryside and spend my days in peace and quiet. 

“For various reasons, | can’t tell you my name,” | said. 
“Call me whatever you like.” 

Theo regarded me curiously. “Okay, then. It’s nice to 
meet you, Zero, Gramps!” 

So it’s gonna be Gramps in the end, huh? At least call me 
big bro, or something. Nah, never mind. There’s no point. 

Covering my eyes with a hand, | quietly shed a tear in my 
heart. 





Chapter 2: The Saint and the 
Priest 


Theo was an incredibly hardworking boy. No wonder he 
volunteered to be a guide. He proceeded onward without 
even glancing at the map. He gathered firewood along the 
way without me asking him to. He knew about the river 
located deep in the woods, and he was quite good at 
catching fish. 

“! caught one!” Theo shouted. “That’s five! Look, 
Gramps! It’s huge!” 

Theo was knee-deep in the river glistening in the noon 
sun, holding the river fish he’d stabbed with his knife up 
high. He puffed his chest out in my direction as | was 
preparing to make food on the riverbank. 

Beside him was Zero, down on her knees, crestfallen. She 
had taken off her cloak, boots, and socks, leaving only her 
incredibly short pants and shirt. Just looking at her made me 
feel cold. She wanted to try catching fish after she saw Theo 
having fun. 

Her results, however, were tragic. 

“What is happening?!” Zero cried. “How can he stick a 
knife into a moving fish with such accuracy?! | cannot even 
follow the fish with my own eyes!” 

“You've been holed up in the cellar all this time,” | said, 
“and those fish have survived in a harsh world. No way you 
can catch them that easily. It’s all about practice.” 

“Cursed fish! | could catch every fish in this river if | really 
wanted to.” 

“Please don’t.” 


She can’t be thinking about using Magic in front of Theo. | 
warned her, just in case. 

Zero pursed her lips and looked away, as if saying “1 
know.” 

“It’s okay. You just need more practice,” Theo said, 
repeating my words. “I’m sure you'll catch one eventually.” 
He laughed as he tried to comfort Zero, probably assuming 
that she was sulking about not catching anything. 

“| had to try over and over too,” he added. “Survival of 
the fittest. For a kid like me to survive, they should at least 
be able to catch a fish.” 

“Must’ve been rough,” | said. 

“Oh, stop it. You’ve been a mercenary since you were a 
kid, right? Cal said all Beastfallen are like that.” 

“Cal?” 

“I mentioned | knew a Beastfallen.” 

“Oh, yeah. You did.” 

“He looks scary, but he’s a nice guy. He teaches me a lot 
of things. Cal said he used to be a mercenary.” 

Theo climbed out of the river with the fish in his arms, 
shaking his head to get the moisture out of his hair. 

Zero was still glaring at the water, muttering, “If | can 
predict its movement, | should be able to capture it. Watch 
the flow of the water, the fish’s movements... Think of the 
fish as a line, not a single point.” 

Yeah. She’s not getting one, | thought as | put a dry cloth 
on Theo’s wet hair. 

“True. Most Beastfallen either become bandits or 
mercenaries,” | said. “Those are the easiest options.” 

“That means you’re strong, right? Must be nice. Killing in 
the battlefield is something | can never do. | could try, but 
I'd probably end up dying first.” Pouting, Theo crouched 
down beside the fire. “How does it feel to be strong? You can 
kill everyone you don’t like, right?” 

“That sounds awfully disturbing. You shouldn’t be saying 
things like that. If | killed everyone | didn’t like, I’d get 


caught eventually, and then killed.” 

“Still, if you wanted to kill someone, you could, right? Me? 
I'd probably get killed first.” 

“Sounds like you actually mean it. Is there someone you 
want to kill?” 

Theo frowned. “Yeah,” he answered. “There have been 
some people | wanted to kill. Like those who didn’t pay the 
promised amount after all the work | did. When | 
complained, they would hit me, saying, ‘Don’t get too cocky, 
kid.’ | really hate it when they look down on me. If only | was 
strong like you.” 

“It comes with the problem of scaring others. You can’t 
even enter decent establishments. Like taverns along the 
main street, diners, and pretentious craftsmen’s shops. | 
liked theater when | was a kid, but | couldn’t even get close 
to one. Also, | couldn’t see the performances of travelering 
performers in the front row.” 

“Same goes for me. They say filthy kids should stay 
away.” 

“But you're a child. You can make money when you grow 
up. Then you can enter shops along the main streets, and if 
you're lucky, you can watch theater. You’re not like me, a 
Beastfallen.” 

“| get what you mean, but still...” Theo mumbled, 
sounding convinced and unconvinced at the same time. He 
carefully wiped the fish blood off his knife, and held it up to 
the sun, squinting. 

It was a large knife, clearly too big for his hands, but it 
was well-cared for and had seen some use. 

“That’s a nice knife.” 

“Yeah? It’s my dad’s memento.” Theo gave a wide grin. 


“My dad fell ill. My mom went to call for a doctor, but she 
had to go very far. She didn’t make it back in time.” 
“| see,” 


“He gave this to me right before he died. He told me to 
grow up to become a strong and respectable man who can 


wield it properly. He also told me to protect the people | care 
about. So | want to grow up and be strong as soon as 
possible. That’s why | envy you for being a Beastfallen.” 

“| want to be a normal human being and live a normal 
life, though.” 

“What? What a waste. You’re so strong.” Theo pouted, 
and | lightly smacked his face with the tip of my tail. 

“What are you doing?!” he said as he turned away. 

“Listen. The world sees Beastfallen as bad guys. They'll 
whisper awful things about you behind your back, throw 
rocks at you while hiding, and lastly, no women will 
approach you.” 

“Just kill those kinds of people. And you can just kidnap 
women. If you’re about to get caught, just kill them all and 
run away. You can do anything you want when you're strong. 
Am | wrong?” 

Ah, kids... How do | explain this to him? Being a 
Beastfallen is not good, and you can’t just go around killing 
everyone you don’t like. Question is: how do | make a child 
understand that? 

“If you hit someone, you'll get hit back,” | said. 

“Hmm?” 

“If you kill someone, people will resent you. Every time 
you kill someone, you get more enemies, and eventually all 
you will have is enemies. Then, no matter how strong you 
are, you'll still get killed. Being strong doesn’t mean you're 
immortal. Numbers win.” 

“| get that, sure...” 

“So | only kill people when | have no other choice. People 
on the battlefield come prepared to kill and die. So | kill 
them. Nevertheless | still incur grudges. If | killed people | 
don’t like on top of that, I’d only be putting my life in more 
danger.” 

“Hmm... | don’t know...” 

“Besides, in my opinion a strong person is someone who 
gets hit but doesn’t hit back. A guy who can remain calm 


despite all the shit thrown at him, someone who doesn’t get 
mad at every single thing, is the truly strong one.” 

Theo racked his brains hard. “But isn’t there a difference 
between not being able to do anything and not doing 
anything even when you can?” 

“You don’t get it, do you? You can kill people too, you 
know. You, a child, can kill anyone, if you really wanted to. 
All you have to do is stab someone to death with a knife. It’s 
easy to catch your target off guard too ’cause you’re a child. 
It’s not that you can’t kill anyone. You just don’t.” 

“Oh...” 

Theo’s gaze dropped to the knife in his hands. He fell 
silent. 

For a moment, | wasn’t sure what to do. Then mustering 
some courage, | placed a hand on his head. It would hurt my 
feelings for sure if he got scared, but Theo let me pat him. 

“Which is why | think you’re strong,” | said. “People look 
down on you, yet you still persevere. You’re suppressing the 
urge to kill those you don’t like.” 

Theo touched his head with a confused look, then 
glanced at me before returning his gaze to the knife again. 

“It’s a little too hard for me to understand...” He dropped 
his shoulders and sheathed the knife. “But I’m kinda glad to 
hear you say I’m strong.” Theo scratched his freckled cheek, 
giving a bashful smile. 

“| caught one!” Zero yelled out of the blue. “I caught one, 
Mercenary! | have triumphed over nature’s law of survival of 
the fittest!” 

Apparently, she used her cloak to corner the fish. Zero 
proudly showed us the fish flailing about. But she let down 
her guard. The fish slipped out of Zero’s arms and jumped 
back into the river. 








Zero let out a cry of despair. 

Theo and | exchanged glances and burst into laughter. 

| ended up making lunch with the five river fish Theo 
caught and some wild vegetables. 

Cooking was my job. After scaling the fish clean, | pulled 
out its innards, stuck the meat through sticks, sprinkled 
some Salt, and grilled them. | had no idea if you could call it 
cooking, but this was definitely better than some people out 
there who didn’t bother scaling their fish before grilling. 

| chopped up one fish into chunks and simmered it with 
the wild vegetables. We only had bowls for me and Zero, but 
| could just give my bowl to Theo and eat directly from the 
pot. 

“Nature is harsh,” Zero said. “We say that the weak are 
meat the strong do eat, but if a fish with no fangs or venom 
keeps running away to avoid being eaten, the predator will 
eventually starve to death. In other words, | lost to a fish.” 
Chewing on the grilled fish, she looked up at the sky witha 
serious expression. 

Theo, who had been blowing on the hot fish to cool it 
down, gave an encouraging smile. “If you practiced, you'd 
be able to catch them in no time,” he said. “Do you want me 
to teach you?” 

“Don’t bother,” | interjected. “Once she learns, she'll lose 
interest immediately.” 

Zero scowled at me. “That is not true,” she said. She 
turned her gaze back to Theo and let out a sigh. “You area 
good lad. You are good at catching fish, and you know your 
wild vegetables. Thanks to you, | can eat grilled fish and 
drink wild vegetable soup. | might not even need Mercenary 
with you around.” 

“Oh, | see. So you don’t want this soup that | made.” | 
transferred the contents of the pot into a bowl and started 
eating without handing it to Zero. 

“Ah!” Zero reached out quickly, holding her grilled fish in 
one hand. “That is cruel, Mercenary! That is my bowl! You 


Should know how long | waited for it!” 

“Didn't you just say you didn’t need me?” 

“I-l was simply joking!” 

“You should not be mean,” Theo said. “I feel sorry for 
Zero.” 

A kid just reprimanded me. Theo and Zero shot me 
disapproving looks, making me feel like a villain. 

“| was just messing around with you a bit.” | practically 
said the same excuse as Zero. 

| handed the bowl to Zero. As | poured Theo some soup, 
the witch drank the contents of the bowl within seconds and 
held out the empty bowl to me. As always she was a fast 
eater. 

“Theo. If you hold back, this glutton here will eat 
everything.” 

“G-Got it.” Theo carefully sipped the steamy soup, then 
looked at me in surprise. “Wow. It’s delicious! You’re a great 
cook!” 

Zero nooded deeply in agreement. “Yes. Mercenary is a 
good cook. | am certain he will make a good wife.” 

| won't. Actually, | can’t. 

“What are you talking about?” Theo said. “A man can’t be 
a wife.” 

Yeah. You tell her, kid. 

“Indeed. Things do not go as well as they should because 
of demons. If Mercenary was a woman and | was a man, | 
would cast a savage Ma—” 

Zero cleared her throat. She was probably about to say 
Magic or something. 

It didn’t matter if Theo was a child. It would be bad if he 
found out Zero was a witch. 

“l would employ a savage method to make her my 
spouse,” she corrected. 

That doesn’t sound less terrifying at all. l’m glad | was 
born a guy. | had never thanked God as much as | did right 
now. 


“Do you like Gramps?” Theo asked. 

“Of course. | would not be traveling with him otherwise. 
Above all, once you bury yourself in Mercenary’s fluffy fur, 
you will not be able to sleep soundly in other regular beds.” 

“So you only see me as a bed,” | said. “Listen, Theo. 
When a woman says they like you, don’t take their word 
seriously. You’ll end up in tears.” 

“Nonsense. If | only saw you as a bed, | would have slain 
you a long time ago and ripped your fur.” 

Theo gave a yelp. 

See? Women are scary. | nodded slowly to Theo. He 
nodded back, gravelly. 

It was at that moment that we hit it off. Somehow | had a 
feeling that | would get along with the kid. 

After lunch, we trudged through the forest on our way to 
the Holy City of Akdios, where the Saint was said to reside. 
As soon as we exited the forest and made it out onto the 
main road, | confirmed our location on the map and saw that 
we indeed took a decent shortcut, saving us some time. 

“I’m pretty useful, huh?” Theo smiled. 

He was more than just that. He was a capable kid. Thanks 
to him, we secured a campsite immediately. | barely had to 
do anything. 

“You want me to be on watch tonight?” he asked. 

What he said made me a little angry. It meant that at 
least one of Theo’s previous employers made a child stay up 
as a watch all night long, like it was the natural thing to do. 

Theo said his father passed away. | had no idea where his 
mother was or what she was doing, but there was no one to 
protect him. The boy didn’t know what was normal, what 
was right or wrong. He only knew how to survive and how to 
get jobs. 

“Gramps?” Theo looked at me curiously. 

| sighed. | had no intention to pay him some lip service, 
but to be honest | felt bad. 


Zero took off her cloak and wrapped it around Theo’s 
body. “Mercenary is a beast himself,” she said. “There is no 
need to watch out for any wild beasts. A lookout is not 
necessary. You may use my cloak if you feel cold. Mercenary 
is warm enough. Am | right?” Zero looked up at me and 
smiled. 

Removing her cloak exposed her deadly beauty. | cast a 
sidelong glance at her, managing to give a nod. 

Theo stared at the cloak wrapped around him in disbelief, 
then opened his mouth reluctantly. “But what if the fire goes 
out? We’ll have to make another one in the morning. That’s 
too much work.” 

“You need not worry. | am an expert in starting a fire.” 

| forbade Zero to use Magic, except for when we needed 
to start a bonfire. Her method was much faster than me 
using flint. During lunch today, Zero found an opportunity to 
start one while Theo was out catching fish. 

If | was Zero’s bed, then she was my flint. 

“Sorry, but we ain’t got blankets,” | said. “You'll just have 
to make do with that cloak.” 

“This is more than enough,” Theo said, overjoyed. “It’s so 
warm.” He pulled the coat around himself, his face turning 
red a little. 


| was woken up by Zero’s stirring in the middle of the 
night. 

“Mercenary,” she whispered. | opened my eyes and 
lowered my gaze, meeting Zero’s bluish purple eyes. “I felt 
mana flowing nearby just now.” 

“What?” | lifted my body up. “Wait a minute, what are 
you talking about? Mana flowing?” 

“It is like the wind’s shifting, or the earth’s vibration. 
Normal humans cannot sense it, but witches can. It means 
someone used Sorcery, or Magic.” 

What?! | almost screamed out loud. When | saw Theo still 
fast asleep, | lowered my voice. 


“The Holy City is still quite a ways away. Are you sure you 
weren’t dreaming?” 

According to Theo, Akdios was a four-day walk away, 
which was a child’s estimate. It would probably take us two 
to three days, but the city was still too far nonetheless. 

Zero slowly shook her head. “I said it was close.” 

“Walking distance?” 

“It will take you less than half an hour to get there. | 
would not have sensed it otherwise. Will you look into it?” 

She probably meant going together. No matter what | 
said, Zero would go alone. It was her duty, and as her 
bodyguard | must protect her. 

There could be more Mages here in Cleon than just the 
saint. Without giving an answer, | rose to my feet, sword in 
hand. A Beastfallen head was the best offering Mages could 
offer. No harm in being too cautious. 

“What's wrong? Did something happen?” Theo got up 
sluggishly. 

| motioned him back to sleep. “I’m gonna go on a quick 
patrol,” | said. “I’m sure there won’t be any trouble, but just 
in case, stay on top of a tree. You have your knife, right?” 

Gripping his father’s memento, Theo quickly stood up and 
began climbing a tree. 

He’s got experience. He probably had to sleep on a tree 
before to get away from wild dogs. Very reassuring. 

| picked Zero up and stepped into the dark forest. 

Soon my nose caught the smell of a bonfire. Mixed in with 
it was the faint smell of blood, and the unpleasant, sour 
odor of someone who hadn’t bathed. 

“It’s most likely bandits,” | said. 

“Should | join in the fighting?” Zero asked. 

“No, it’s fine. Casting Magic will only consume your mana, 
preventing you from using other spells.” 

“The amount of mana consumed depends on the spell. 
But yes, all spells consume mana.” 


“Then don’t cast any spells. It’ll only delay my becoming 
human.” 

| could handle a few bandits on my own. As we proceeded 
further towards the smell, | finally heard voices. Men. And 
there was several of them. 

Judging from their crude laughter and mocking whistles, 
they were in high spirits. Apparently they had some 
appetizer. 

Making sure that Zero’s arm was wrapped firmly around 
my neck, | climbed up a nearby tree. As | made it to the tip 
of the thick and high branch, | saw five men surrounding a 
campfire. 

Yup. Bandits, no doubt about it. 

They all had matching tattoos—probably a goat—and 
there were two women among them who clearly looked 
kidnapped. 

One was a woman with short, red hair in cheap-looking 
clothes, and a woman with long, braided, pale scarlet hair 
cascading down to her waist. Judging by the fine clothes the 
latter was wearing, they were probably attendant and 
master. 

Threatened at knifepoint, the attendant couldn’t move, 
while her master was standing in the center of the circle of 
men, trembling in fear, her face red. 

No wonder they’re celebrating. 

It was easy to imagine what would happen next. And 
while | was imagining it, the woman standing in the middle 
put her hand on her clothes. Her bright, purple cloak fell to 
the ground, the huge, white feather necklace on her chest 
SWINging. 

If | keep dawdling around, I'll turn into a voyeur. 

| looked at Zero, my eyes asking, “Which one of them 
used Magic?” 

Zero raised her finger. After hesitating for a bit, she 
pointed at one person with certainty—the timid-looking 
woman who was about to get stripped naked. 


“Are you sure?” | asked out loud. 

“lam,” Zero replied. “There is no doubt.” 

Our voice reached the bandits’ ears. 

“Who’s there?!” 

“Where are you?! Come out here! We'll fucking kill you!” 

Spouting overused threats, the bandits stopped moving 
completely. 

Amateurs. You call that being on guard? At least hide in 
the bushes or something. 

| pulled throwing knives from my belt and hurled them at 
the legs of the four bandits, like | was playing target. The 
last one standing, a bearded man, screamed and backed 
away, using the braided woman as a shield. 

“Fuck. No one told me they'd catch up to us this fast! 
Come on out, you fucking coward! You don’t want this 
woman dead, do you?! Come out right now and drop your 
weapon, or | kill her!” 

“No! Please, I’m begging you!” the lady attendant cried. 
“Please don’t hurt the Lady Saint!” 

My eyes grew wide open. Saint? The one from Akdios? 

The bandit’s loud laughter drowned the attendant’s 
pained cries. 

“Saint, my ass! Fuck miracles! We don’t need the saint. In 
fact, we’re better off without her! So | don’t mind killing her 
right here and now. | swear | will—” 

Then the flames died. No, it was extinguished. 

| sensed five bandits and two women. No one else. But 
there was someone out there. 

“What?! What happened to the fire?! Hey!” 

The bearded bandit yelled in panic, then crumbled to the 
ground the next instant. | had pretty good night vision, but | 
couldn’t see anything, perhaps because the fire just died 
and my eyes had not yet completely adjusted to the 
darkness. That was probably what the assailant was aiming 
for. 

But who— 


“Oh, shit!” 

| pulled my body back as hard as | could as something 
zipped in front of my eyes at an incredible speed. Joo close. 
A sharp object cut the tip of my whiskers, scattering it in the 
wind. 

Someone just attacked me. From where? By who? When 
did they notice me? 

Leaves drifted silently from above. There’s something up 
there. 

| felt the hair on my neck stand on end. | jumped down 
from the tree, Zero in my arms. Immediately after the 
branch | was on was severed. 

Rolling on the ground, | avoided the falling branch, 
pushed Zero behind a tree, and drew my sword. 

“Stay hidden!” | shouted. “This one’s no pushover!” 

“Beasts sure are sharp,” Said a low voice. 

Before | could recognize that it belonged to a man, 
something hissed sharply through the air. Following the 
sound, | blocked it with my sword. It felt like metal. 

Something was off, however. The moment | deflected it, it 
felt like my sword was stuck. Before | realized what exactly 
was wrong, the assailant clicked his tongue and took a huge 
leap backwards, landing gently between me and the 
women, as though intervening. 

The man was wielding a huge scythe. It almost seemed 
like a joke. | wasn’t even sure if it could be classified as a 
weapon. 

A scythe was a farmer’s tool, not a weapon. The one the 
man was holding looked like it could harvest a large amount 
of wheat. Only peasants fed up with their lords’ oppression 
would actually use it as a weapon. 

But the man standing between me and the saint was 
clearly not a peasant. His leather boots and simple clothes 
that were easy to move in might paint him as one. But there 
was more. Only certain people wrapped a strip of cloth 
around their body in place of a cloak—priests. 


He was a priest, no doubt about it. A thin, silver chain 
hung from his narrow waist, shining brightly even under the 
dim light of the moon. 

Gaze fixed on me, the man addressed the saint behind 
him. 

“Your Eminence. Are you hurt?” 

“Father...!” 

He was a man of slender build, with bright, green hair cut 
neatly around his jaw. If he preached even once at some 
rural town, non believers would be reformed and start going 
to church more often. 

Personally, of course, my ill feelings towards the man 
were only intensifying. After all, this priest just tried to kill 
me with his sinister weapon. 

A priest who was also an experienced fighter, with a 
farming tool as their weapon. There was no doubt about it. 

“An adjudicator from Dea Ignis,” | said. “It’s an honor to 
meet a member of the famous Church-sanctioned death 
squad.” 

The doctor at the inn said that the Church deployed Dea 
Ignis to investigate the saint in the Holy City of Akdios. 
Judging from the circumstances, this priest was the one sent 
for the job. 

“You got it wrong, though,” | said. “I’m not trying to do 
anything to the saint—” 

“Repent,” the man said. “You, the most corrupted beings 
of this world, tried to kill the one that must remain pure. Say 
your prayers, and beg for the Goddess’s mercy.” 

Dude’s not listening. This is the problem with priests. 

“Die.” 

The priest dashed forward instantly, swinging his scythe. 
Quickly | drew my sword to block it. 

This guy’s serious. He was also terribly strong, despite his 
appearance. If it wasn’t for my Beastfallen reflexes, my 
head would be rolling on the ground right about now. 


“Son of a bitch! Why don’t you take your own advice and 
repent, you homicidal priest! And fucking listen to me!” 

“Mercenary! |—” 

“Zero! Stay back! Don’t do anything!” 

We couldn’t let the priest know Zero was a witch. She 
could probably kill him with her Magic, but doing that in 
front of the saint would be a bad idea. 

| didn’t want to get killed here, either. My only option 
would be to fight with the intent to kill, but there was no 
guarantee | could best him. 

Not to mention my opponent was an adjudicator from 
Dea Ignis. If | killed him, the Church might go after my 
employer Zero. To avoid that, | would have to kill the two 
women afterwards to silence them. But killing the saint? 

What do | do? | needed him to put away his weapon 
somehow, but | was a Beastfallen, and he was a priest. We 
were like polar opposites. 

“Wait, Father! He’s not an enemy!” 

Aid came from somewhere unexpected. The priest’s eyes, 
glaring at me with abhorrence, darted to the saint for a 
moment. He then jumped back, putting some distance 
between us. He wasn’t done, however. 

It was obvious that he would lose in a pure contest of 
strength, so he distanced himself temporarily. 

| could still feel his blade on my neck. Must be his desire 
to kill me. 

“Your Eminence. That is a foul Beastfallen,” the priest 
said, disgust in his voice. “You need not show mercy to it.” 
The saint gently placed her hand on the priest’s arm. 
“Please, Father,” she said in an imploring tone. “You are 

wrong about him.” 

The priest’s expression softened, and he lowered his 
scythe reluctantly. 

Letting out a sigh of relief, the saint turned to face me. 
“You... You saved us, didn’t you? You threw knives from a 
tree. Am | wrong? If you didn’t help us, I’d be...” She trailed 


off, casting her eyes downward, her face flushed. Tears 
welled up in her quivering eyes. 

“Your Eminence... You must have been terrified. | failed in 
my duty as your guard!” 

His voice filled with regret, the priest lowered his scythe 
completely. With a single swing, the huge curved blade 
folded up, transforming the weapon into a handy, long staff. 

The Church sure has some interesting toys... 

It looked like we were safe for now. The priest seemed to 
have lost interest in cutting me to pieces, and the bandits 
weren't really much of a threat. All the more so with knives 
sticking out of their feet. The last guy that the priest took 
down only suffered a shallow cut on his foot. In other words, 
| was the only one that the priest seriously tried to kill. 

He showed mercy to the bandit, but actually attempted 
to kill me, someone who just happened to be present. There 
were definitely some personal feelings involved there. 
Perhaps he scorned or hated Beastfallen in general. 

I’ll keep my sword out just in case. He might just kill me 
out of the blue without any reason. 

“Mercenary! Are you hurt?!” Zero ran up to me and 
grabbed my neck. She pulled on my fur, forcing me to look 
down. 

“You idiot! Don’t pull my fur! Ouch!” 

“| knew it. You are hurt.” 

“What?” 

“You have a cut on your neck.” 

That’s ridiculous, | thought as | touched my neck. The 
scythe came a little too close, but | was certain | held it 
back. 

There was definitely a cut on my neck, however. My 
fingertips felt sticky from the blood. | failed to stop his 
weapon completely. Since a scythe was curved, its tip might 
have grazed me. As soon as | was aware of the injury, it 
started to sting. Clicking my tongue, | pulled Zero away. 


“It’s just a thin layer of skin. It’ll heal in no time,” | said. 
“Anyway, there are more pressing matters at hand. Hey, 
violent priest! Don’t you have anything to say to me?!” 

| just protected the saint’s chastity. Then he attacked me 
out of nowhere. Apologize, pretty boy. 

On the priest’s face, however, was not remorse, but clear 
disdain. “For Her Eminence’s sake, | will soare your life,” he 
said. “Now get your foul, grotesque figure out of her sight.” 

Wow. Racist much? It’s been a while since I’ve heard 
those kinds of words. 

This guy actually believed that Beastfallen were born 
scum. He seemed like a fanatic who would insist that 
Beastfallen should be killed as soon as they were born. 
There were many like him among churchmen, but rarely 
were they ever this blatant. 

Fed up with the guy, | went silent. Then Zero, for some 
reason, took a huge step forward. As she sauntered along, 
she turned to look at me, flashing a gentle smile. 

“Wait there, Mercenary. | will go and murder that man.” 

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa! You can’t just say something 
so shocking with a bright smile! He’s a priest. Calm down!” | 
hurriedly grabbed Zero by the neck and pulled her back. 

“So he can ridicule my mercenary simply because he is a 
priest? That does not make sense. | am extremely vexed at 
the moment.” 

“That’s just how the world works sometimes! I’m a 
Beastfallen, you know.” 

“But—” 

Suddenly, | smelled something sweet. | looked up and 
saw the saint standing a bit too close to me. 

“Um... are you...” 

She probably said “hurt?” at the end, but her voice was 
too low, | couldn’t quite catch it. Pushing Zero towards the 
rear, | turned my back to the saint. 

“It’s no big deal,” | said. “It doesn’t even count as a 
scratch.” 


“No!” she said firmly. 

| turned around, taken aback by her tone. With a 
somewhat desperate look on her face, the saint took a step 
closer to me. 

“Um... You can get sick from even a small wound... | 
can... heal you...” 

Is she planning to perform a miracle? Rather, use Magic? 

Zero and | exchanged glances. The witch looked a little 
surprised. After all, the saint was in the presence of a priest. 

“Your Eminence!” the priest shouted. “You must not use 
your powers on such filth!” 

The saint gave a start. “I-Il can’t? But he saved us... He 
was hurt because of your misunderstanding... Ah, | don’t 
mean to criticize you! It’s just...” Tears slowly welled up in 
her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m so obtuse... | Know it’s all my fault.” 

The priest quickly turned pale. “V-Very well! | understand. 
Just please, do not cry! | was wrong!” He turned to me. “You 
there, brute! Be grateful for Her Eminence’s compassion 
and have her heal that scratch!” 

“Now | really don’t feel like getting healed.” | muttered. 

“! understand how you feel,” Zero agreed. 

However, this was a perfect opportunity to see the saint’s 
miracle up close. | decided to let the situation play itself out. 
When she received the priest’s permission and saw me 
unresisting, the saint’s expression relaxed, and she took a 

step closer towards me. 

“Your neck.” 

The saint reached her hand out and nervously touched 
my neck. Closing my eyes, | took a deep breath. 

Gentle light gathered around and warmed the area 
around my neck. As soon as the light disappeared, the pain 
vanished. 

The saint pulled her hands away. “All healed,” she said 
with a smile. 

| touched my neck. My wound had indeed disappeared, 
and she didn’t even mutter an incantation. For a moment, | 


almost believed it was a miracle. 

But Zero’s eyes said she was certain it was Magic. It 
meant that the saint was so accustomed to casting Magic 
that she could omit the incantation. 

This ditzy woman can use Magic? 

“Now to heal the bandits as well!” Clapping her hands, 
the saint flashed a brilliant smile. 

“Y-Your Eminence!” the priest protested. “They’re a bunch 
of scoundrels who kidnapped you!” 

“But they will die if we leave them like this.” The saint’s 
expression clouded. “We’re in the middle of the forest. No 
one else can help them.” 

The lady attendant, who had been silent until now, finally 
spoke. “You're a kind person, my Lady. But performing a 
miracle puts a toll on your body. Who knows what would 
happen if you healed five people?” 

The attendant lit the lantern hanging from her waist, 
faintly illuminating the surroundings. 

Frowning, the priest turned his back on the attendant and 
distanced himself from her. The light from the lantern must 
have been blinding to his night-accustomed eyes. 

“But if | don’t heal them, they will surely die. There are 
wild dogs out here. So please?” 

The attendant in charge of the saint’s health gave in. “If 
you insist,” she said, heaving a sigh. 

“No fucking way! | don’t want my wounds healed by that 
witch’s Sorcery!” The bandit refused. He even called the 
saint a witch in front of the priest. “Hey, Father. Are you 
blind or something? That woman is a witch! You should kill— 
Ugh!” 

The priest struck the bandit’s chin with the stick he was 
holding. 

“Watch your mouth. | will be the one to judge whether 
she is a saint or a witch. Until then, she is under my watch 
and protection. | will not allow any harm to her, physically or 


verbally. You’re only breathing now because | honor the law. 
But the next time you vilify her, your head will roll.” 

The saint trembled. “You can’t...” she said weakly. “Please 
don’t kill anyone, Father!” 

“This is the Church’s problem, Your Eminence. You are 
currently a saint—although we have not verified that yet— 
and that means your body does not belong to you alone.” 

“But...” 

“Please understand, Your Eminence. | am a churchman 
first, and your guard second.” 

The saint went silent. 

Glancing at the exchange with disdain, the bandit spat 
out the blood in his mouth on the ground, then stopped 
talking. 

The saint couldn’t force the issue when the bandits 
themselves refused to be healed. 

We decided to take their weapons, tie them up with 
ropes, and take them to the main road. Leaving them in the 
woods with their leg injuries would make them food for the 
wild dogs. Once out on the road, we’d give them some food 
and water, tie them to a tree or something, and then report 
them to the guards in some town. They would receive 
proper judgement then. 

Abducting a saint was a crime that could carry the death 
penalty, but that was none of my business. 

We unexpectedly happened upon the target of our 
investigation. The question now was what do we do with 
her? 

Staying together until we made it out of the forest was 
the best option. The priest seemed deeply against the idea, 
but taking five injured bandits to the main road was too 
much for him alone. 

“We've got one companion waiting on the main road,” | 
said. “I’m sorry, but we'll have to head there.” 

The priest frowned as | decided to lead the party. The 
saint seemed genuinely happy about having more traveling 


companions; her face was bright even though she was 
attacked by bandits just a while ago. Just like a benevolent 
saint, she showed no contempt or disgust towards me, a 
Beastfallen, and the bandits. 

| think there’s too much sunshine and rainbows inside her 
head... 

| glanced at the saint’s face. She was as beautiful as the 
rumors said. Tall for a woman, she had a gentle demeanor 
and a softly rounded body befitting a mature lady, which, 
combined with her ample breasts, made her almost 
bewitching. She had a very childish air to her, however. 

“The son of Ideaverna’s governor is having some lung 
problems,” the saint said. “We were on our way to treat 
him.” Her expression clouded. 

Ideaverna was the most famous port city in the Republic 
of Cleon. We entered the country to gather information 
there. 

The continent we were currently in was shaped roughly 
like a stout crescent moon. There were large port cities at 
both ends, and at the halfway point was Ideaverna, a center 
of maritime trade—which also made it the center of 
epidemics. 

Unknown diseases came by ship. Because of this, there 
were more doctors in Cleon than average. 

Years ago a doctor in Cleon was synonymous with a 
Skilled physician, but from what | heard from Theo and the 
group of doctors at the inn, their numbers were dwindling. 

“We chose a Safe route, even if it meant going the long 
way around, but then we found a child collapsed,” the saint 
said. “When we stopped the carriage, we were attacked.” 

What the hell was the priest doing then? The Church’s 
elite my ass. 

| glanced at the priest, but he wasn’t looking at me. There 
was more to it, actually. He had completely covered both his 
eyes with a leather belt, and with his staff in hand, he 
looked like an actual blind man. All five fingers of his right 


hand had plain silver rings on them, probably to protect the 
fingers of his dominant hand. 

But | was sure he was glaring at me just now. 

“What are you looking at, foul beast?” 

“So you can see!” 

“I! don’t have to see to know you are staring at me. My 
eyes are sensitive to light. It hurts from the sun or the light 
from a campfire. That’s why | usually protect my eyes with a 
light-blocking eye patch.” 

| see. So that’s why he extinguished the fire before 
attacking the bandits. 

“Just ask the saint to heal you,” | said. 

“This is divine punishment handed upon me by the 
Goddess for my sins,” he said flatly. “It is not an injury ora 
disease of any kind.” 

| almost threw up. Was it piety to just accept a curable 
ailment without doing anything? / don’t think I'll ever 
understand that. 

“Um... | can’t heal the Father’s eyes,” the saint timidly 
interjected. “| tried, but...” 

“You can’t? There are illnesses that even miracles can’t 
heal?” 

“Y-Yes. I’m sorry. | don’t even know why.” 

“Because it is neither a disease nor an injury,” Zero said 
firmly. The saint and the priest turned to Zero at the same 
time. “You would not call having too much power a disease, 
would you? The priest’s eyes are “too good”. They take in 
even small amounts of light, but that also means they 
Cannot see near strong light. As far as | can tell, the priest 
has better night vision than Mercenary. Perhaps what is 
daytime for ordinary humans is nighttime for the priest.” 

A dark forest on a moonless night was frightening even to 
me, a Beastfallen. Although | had better night vision than 
normal humans, my eyes still saw far less than | did during 
daytime. 


“Priest. You have had the condition since birth, yes?” Zero 
asked. 

“That is correct.” 

“Then if you were to have your eyes fixed now, it would 
only cause confusion and hinder you. That is not some kind 
of punishment from God, Priest. Rather, it is a rare gift. Do 
not put yourself down. Be proud.” 

The priest was staring at Zero, his mouth open. “Thank 
you,” he muttered awkwardly. 

Zero turned to the saint. “Saint. Why did the thieves not 
kill you immediately? They called you a witch and said they 
could kill you any time, but you still live.” 

She could ask the bandits directly, but | doubt they would 
speak, knowing that insulting the saint in front of the priest 
would result in sure death. As long as they claimed that the 
saint was a witch, whatever statement left their mouths 
would not be sugarcoated, regardless if they said the truth 
or not. 

Frowning, the saint shook her head. “I don’t know,” she 
said. “But they said something about going to Fort Lotus.” 

“Fort Lotus?” 

“It’s an old fort located near the Holy City. It’s a historic 
building, but bandits have taken up residence there.” 

“They were probably planning to hold her for ransom,” 
the priest cut in. “The powerful people in Cleon hold Her 
Eminence in high regard. They will not hesitate to pay in 
order to save her.” 

She could heal any injury or disease. The rich would 
gladly pay any amount to not lose such a cure-all walking 
medicine. 

“| have a question, Saint.” Zero peered at the woman 
from under her cowl. The saint looked at her too. “Where did 
you learn to perform miracles?” She went straight to the 
point. 

The saint exhaled. “I, um...” 


“The healing power that Her Eminence possesses is a 
miracle from God,” the priest interrupted. “A miracle is not 
something you can study and learn anywhere, young lady.” 
His voice was gentle and carried a hint of amusement, 
completely different from when he was talking to me. He 
sounded like someone teaching an ignorant child, assuming 
a similar attitude that Zero showed towards me. 

Zero was Clearly offended by the man’s attitude, 
however. “Are you saying that one day she simply woke up 
and discovered that she could heal injuries and diseases?” 

“A miracle is something you do not realize exists until it 
happens to you. You may be born with a miraculous power, 
but it only manifests when you truly need God’s salvation.” 
The priest nodded solemnly. 

Zero regarded him like she was looking at something 
enigmatic. “You believe in the miracle of the saint for no 
reason? There are records relating to God’s miracles 
everywhere, but the majority of them were deemed 
fraudulent. They were either witches pretending to perform 
miracles or powerless humans employing trickery.” 

“I see. You are still young, but you seem to know a lot of 
things. While it is true that there are many frauds out there, 
divine miracles do exist, although they are rare. As an 
adjudicator from Dea Ignis, it is my mission to examine 
those miracles.” 

“So what exactly is a miracle? How can you tell the 
difference between a witch’s Sorcery and God’s miracle?” 

The priest stopped in his tracks, and everyone did the 
same. Zero and the priest stood facing each other. There 
wasn’t any hostility in the air, at least. The priest knew Zero 
was asking questions simply out of pure interest. 

“Don’t you believe in God’s miracles?” he asked. 

Zero frowned. “I do not Know what a miracle is. Neither 
do | know how you judge something to be a miracle. How do 
you differentiate between a witch and a saint?” 


“We do not need any criteria for judgement. We just 
know.” 

“You do? Without any proof?” 

The priest’s mouth curved into a gentle smile. He wore 
the kind of look that one would show to a child eager to 
learn everything. 

“One day, you will know. Everything begins with faith. 
God does not reach out to those whose hearts are filled with 
doubt. On a different note, | Know that it is dangerous for a 
woman to travel alone, but traveling with a Beastfallen will 
inevitably corrupt your mind. You must have your reason. If 
there is anything | can do, let me know. | will assist you as 
best as | can.” 

“| have no particularly special reason for traveling with 
Mercenary,” Zero answered without any hesitation. “I simply 
wish to be with him.” She quickly resumed walking, as if she 
was tired of talking to the priest. 

Soon after we made it out of the forest. As we made it 
back to our camp, Theo, who was up in the trees like | 
instructed, jumped down. 

“Gramps, Zero! You took so long! | thought you left me 
behind!” 

“Of course not. | wouldn’t have picked you up in the first 
place if | was gonna dump you anyway.” 

“| get your point, but you should know how a kid would 
feel.” 

Theo turned his face away, and saw the saint, priest, and 
the bandits standing there. Astonishment dawned on his 
face. And fear. 

“It’s you!” the saint exclaimed. 

Theo jumped and tried to move back. The saint ran 
towards the kid, embracing him tight. 

When the bandits saw Theo, they looked at each other, 
their eyes widening slightly. 

What’s this? Something’s fishy... 


“Oh, thank goodness you're safe! | thought the bandits 
killed you!” 

“Ugh...!” Theo’s whole body stiffened. 

“You know Theo?” | asked. 

“This is the child | told you about earlier. He was lying in 
the middle of the road.” 

It all came together now. / see. Theo’s a member of the 
bandit gang. 

Theo pretended to be unconscious on the road to stop the 
Carriage, giving the bandits the opportunity to attack. A 
child like him would be useless in a battle, so his job was to 
take the carriage and escape. Then unable to control the 
vehicle, he crashed into the inn. 

Theo looked at me with pleading eyes. He must’ve 
realized that | had pieced the puzzle together. 

Don’t worry. I’m not stupid enough to reveal things | don’t 
have to and make matters worse. 

“Are you hurt? You weren’t feeling well, were you? That’s 
why you collapsed. Did these people help you? Oh, thank 
heavens!” 

“Wait a minute, Your Eminence,” the priest said. “Using a 
child to stop a carriage is a common tactic employed by 
bandits. We can’t be sure that this child is not one of them.” 

That’s a priest for you, all right. After all that talk about 
faith earlier, he readily doubted a helpless child. This is why 
you can’t trust churchmen. 

“What can a scrawny kid like him do? You’re only saying 
that cause you can’t see a thing.” | decided to give Theo a 
helping hand. “Take that eyepatch off and look at him. He’s 
practically skin and bones. | can crush him with one hand.” 

The priest heaved a flabbergasted sigh. “It does not 
matter whether they are scraggly, or a child. The wicked 
must be judged. What matters is the heart. Age or 
appearance is merely its vessel.” 

“Really, now? But didn’t you treat me like scum just 
because I’m a Beastfallen?” 


“Beastfallen are not humans.” 

“That so?” 

| see. No room for a debate. It’s almost impressive. 

“Father,” the saint chided, but the priest would not yield. 

“Anyway,” | continued, “let’s say for the sake of argument 
that Theo is a member of the bandit gang. Are adjudicators 
from Dea Ignis so incompetent that they can’t even protect 
a lone saint from a kid?” 

“Cursed beast. You just don’t know when to shut up, 
huh?” 

He was Clearly offended, but he didn’t offer any rebuttal. | 
must have hit a nerve. 

“I-I’m sorry!” Theo cried. “A blacksmith asked me to go to 
the inn, but he didn’t let me eat. | was too hungry to move. 
Then a bunch of bandits appeared. | was scared! | saw the 
Carriage, and | knew it was wrong, but | took it and escaped. 
| was going to call for help, but the carriage got out of 
control!” 

| was surprised he could spout lies so rapidly. That’s too 
forced, kid. He wore a frightened look, tears glistening in the 
corners of his eyes. Overreacting would only make people 
more suspicious. 

At least, that’s what | thought. 

“Oh, you poor thing,” the saint muttered. 

| froze on the spot, shocked. 

“You must have been scared. It’s okay. I’m not angry at 
all!” 

This woman actually believed him. Not only that... 

“Oh, God in heaven! Forgive me for doubting such an 
innocent child!” the priest added. “No need to cry, young 
man. You should be glad that you’re alive and safe.” 

Not you too, man! You're kidding, right?! Is this what 
saints and churchmen are like?! 

| shivered, turning pale under my fur. That excuse just 
now was too weak. How could they believe him? 


No, forget the saint. That | can understand. But the priest 
too? Come on, man. Aren’t you a member of Dea Ignis, the 
Church's terrifying death squad? 

At this point, my impression on the saint and the priest 
was closer to the fear of the unknown. 

“Mercenary, | am having goosebumps for some reason.” 

“It’s called the willies,” | said. “My tail’s been itching too.” 

As Zero and | watched the three of them tearfully 
embracing each other—although one was crying fake tears 
—my eyes darted to the attendant standing just outside 
their little circle. 

“Are those two always like that?” | asked. 

The attendant looked up at me, clearly surprised. Perhaps 
she didn’t expect me to speak to her. Some people even 
believed that Beastfallen could not speak the human 
language. 

Did | scare her? Oops, my bad. | didn’t mind being 
ignored, though. 

For a moment she hesitated, then eyes on the ground, 
she muttered, “Yes. They’re kind people.” 

“| think they’ve gone past just being kind. Are they all 
right in the head? | mean, that kid’s clearly suspicious. At 
least doubt him a little.” 

The attendant’s shoulders shook lightly. She must’ve 
been laughing. 

| thought the woman and | were similar, in a way. Given 
the saint and the priest’s personalities, things wouldn’t go 
well without at least one realist nearby. 

“So what’s the plan now, Saint?” | asked. “Are you 
returning to the Holy City? As Theo said earlier, the carriage 
IS a wreck and the horses are in the innkeeper’s stables.” 

The saint quickly lifted her head. “Oh, that’s right!” she 
exclaimed. “We need to get to Ideaverna! The letter said 
there was no time to lose.” 

| think she mentioned something about the son of a 
governor having lung problems. 


According to the map, the Holy City and Ideaverna were 
in opposite directions. The place we were in was closer to 
the Holy City than Idea Verna, but if she returned to Akdios 
now, she would not make it in time to heal the son. She’d be 
attending a funeral instead. 

“What do we do?” the saint asked on the verge of tears. 
“How far is it to that inn? Maybe they’Il return the horses. If 
not, perhaps we can ask the innkeep to lend their carriage.” 

“It’s a full day’s walk to the inn,” | said. “There’s no proof 
that the horses belong to you. If the carriage was still there, 
it could serve as evidence, but it’s long been dismantled 
and tossed into the fireplace.” 

“No...” the saint managed in a tearful voice. The priest 
held her shoulders. “W-Walking all the way to Ideaverna 
from here will take five days. We’ll have to climb many hills 
along the way.” 

“Let’s return to the previous town,” the priest said. “It’s 
the same one-day walk, but we’re sure to get a carriage 
there. Then we can hurry to Ideaverna.” 

“But what if we don’t make it? We’re already a day 
behind schedule. If we’re delayed another day, a child will 
die.” 

“We cannot waste time worrying about this. There’s no 
other way.” 

“If we cut through the forest, we can get to a town witha 
carriage in half a day,” Theo cut in, wiping his fake tears 
with his sleeve. “We'll also be getting closer to Ideaverna. If 
we go now, we'll be there in the morning. From there you 
can get to Ideaverna by noon the next day if you drove fast. 
| can show you the way. The path’s dangerous, but with 
Gramps around, I’m sure it’ll be fine.” 

| was often targeted by bandits because of the high price 
on my head. Yet it was also a fact that ordinary thugs 
avoided Beastfallen. Hunting one required elaborate 
preparations and considerable determination, after all. 


Beastfallen attracted a few experienced bandits, but they 
could also keep the small fries at bay. Whether or not it was 
appropriate to choose one as a guard depended on the time 
and circumstances, but in the current situation, hiring one 
would be the wiser choice. 

| could ignore Zero. She wouldn’t get killed that easily. 
The priest counted as a guard. So that meant | would be 
protecting three people—Theo, the saint, and the attendant. 

True. With me around, we can pass through the forest 
safely... 

“Hiring a Beastfallen as guard is outrageous!” the priest 
shouted. “I alone am enough.” 

Yup. Saw that coming. 

If he alone was enough, the bandits wouldn’t have been 
able to kidnap the saint in the first place. 

Zero showed signs of saying what | was thinking, so | 
quietly covered her mouth. Her tongue was the root cause 
of too many disasters. 

“Theo, was it?” the priest asked. “Can you lead the way? 
If this brute hired you, | suggest you quit. | will rehire you.” 

Hey, servant of God. Can you be a little more 
considerate? | got feelings too, you know. 

“| can’t go without Gramps,” the boy replied. “If bandits 
appear, you'll protect the saint first, then the lady. Then me 
last.” 

“Of course not. | will protect you all—” 

“A lying priest?” Theo gave him a disapproving stare. 

The priest flinched. Even a fool could see from his 
behavior that he would put the saint first. 

The saint looked at me expectantly. They had apparently 
decided to hire me. 

“It’s not my decision to make.” | wagged my tail casually, 
pointing it at Zero. “That woman right there is my 
employer.” 

All eyes turned to the witch. We came to Cleon to look 
into cases involving Magic. Now that we had reason to 


believe that a copy of the Grimoire of Zero was taken out of 
Wenias, any excuse to get close to the saint, the one most 
likely connected to our current investigation, was more than 
welcome. There was no reason for Zero to refuse. 

Nevertheless, Zero acted like she was giving it some 
serious thought. 

“What do | do?” she said. “I have my own purpose in 
traveling. | do not have time to get involved in other 
people’s affairs. While | do wish to help...” 

“Please help us!” the saint pleaded, hands together as if 
praying. “We'll do our best to repay you!” 

Zero’s mouth curved into a smile. She then jumped off 
the ground and gently landed on my shoulder. 

“Very well. | cannot possibly ignore your pleas,” she said 
in an extremely patronizing tone. “Me and my mercenary 
accept the job!” 

| expected nothing less from my employer, a legit witch 
and a cunning woman. 

Deeply moved, the saint jumped up and down, regarding 
us with bright eyes. 

“Thank you! Ah, thank goodness! It’s a pleasure to work 
with you, um... Mr. Mercenary?” 

Oh. That’s not really my name. It’s my occupation. Not 
that it matters at this point, | guess. 





Chapter 3: Witch or Saint? 


A mismatched group of six people gathered around the 
flickering bonfire. A Beastfallen, a witch, a little kid, a saint, 
her attendant, and a priest. Their destination: Ideaverna, a 
port city in the Republic of Cleon. The saint said she needed 
to go to Ideaverna as soon as possible to treat a child in 
critical condition. Walking through the forest at night, 
however, was no easy matter. It wasn’t that the path was 
dangerous; there weren’t even any paths to begin with. 
Without any proper light, accidents could happen. 

On top of that, they haven’t had a decent rest since they 
were attacked by the bandits. They all needed a break, the 
priest included. 

“We'll leave once the sky starts to turn white,” | said. 
“Until then, get some rest.” 

There was still some time before dawn, and if we arrived 
in town early in the morning, we might not get a carriage 
right away. 

The priest and the saint opposed my decision for a while, 
but when the attendant calmly said, “We need to take a 
break,” the saint gave in. The priest automatically followed. 

And so we ended up camping for the night. Who would’ve 
thought that a Beastfallen and a witch would be traveling 
with a priest? | glanced at Zero, warning her not to reveal 
her identity, but she seemed detached as always. Whether 
she understood what | was saying or not, | didn’t know. 

Pretending to be an ignorant girl, she repeatedly asked 
questions to the priest, who was trying to preach the 
Church's teachings. The priest himself didn’t seem to mind 
Zero’s eagerness to learn, even answering questions that 
could be taken as criticism of the Church. 


A beautiful woman and a handsome man. Watching the 
two of them made me feel awful. Above all, | wasn’t 
comfortable with having too many people around me. 

| decided to let the priest guard the camp while | climbed 
a tree a short distance away to watch for wild dogs and 
bandits. 

| wasn’t sure if you could call lying down with my legs and 
tail hanging down “watching.” Whatever. I’m sure | can 
notice people approaching as long as I’m awake. 

As | listened to Zero and the priest’s discussion, and the 
banter between Theo and the saint, | took out a small knife 
and sharpened my overgrown claws. Too sharp and they 
would rip through my bag and clothes, so | made the tips 
more rounded. 

The sounds of conversation ceased when | was on my 
ninth claw, and the fire went out. It was finally quiet. After | 
finished sharpening the tenth claw, | put away the knife. 

Then | heard the sound of footsteps crunching over dry 
grass slowly approaching me. My nose caught a whiff of the 
sweet scent of flowers. 

“Go do your business somewhere else,” | said. “There’s 
someone here.” 

| made my presence known just in case. | didn’t want to 
be accused of being a peeping tom when | was here first. 
The priest would probably kill me on the spot. 

The saint jumped and looked around frantically, searching 
for the source of the voice. 

“Up here.” 

The saint bent her whole body upwards and found me 
lying on a branch. 

“Sir Mercenary. I’m glad | found you.” She smiled. 

| told her my name wasn’t Mercenary, but since there 
weren’t other options on what to call me, she settled for 
Mercenary. As long as Zero didn’t give up on turning me into 
her servant, revealing my name was basically taboo. 


“1 couldn’t find you anywhere so | was looking for you,” 
She said. “Do all Beastfallen sleep on top of trees?” 

“I’m on lookout duty,” | replied. “I’m a guard, after all.” 

“| see,” the saint muttered weakly. 

There was silence for a moment, as though she was 
thinking of a subject. It looked like she wanted to say 
something, but lacked the courage. 

“Um... I’m sorry about the Father,” she said finally. 

“What?” 

“He’s not a bad person. He’s actually very earnest and 
kind. | was shocked when he treated you like that.” 

“Why are you apologizing? He’s the one who treated me 
like an animal, not you.” 

“But...” 

“It didn’t really bother me anyway. | am, in fact, a beast 
and a monster. | stopped getting pissed at stuff like that a 
long time ago. | especially wouldn’t get mad at what a priest 
says.” 

“You're not a monster! I... never thought of you like that.” 

| sneered. She was too nice for her own good. It actually 
gave me the creeps. 

| lifted my body up and jumped down from the tree. The 
saint yelped as she took a step back. 

“You've never thought of Beastfallen as monsters? Well, 
isn’t that nice?” | took a step forward. She looked at me with 
fearful eyes. “That’s only because you’ve been blessed so 
far. You were lucky enough to not have been attacked by a 
Beastfallen before.” 

“D-Did I... say something offensive? I’m sorry, | didn’t 
mean to offend you...” 

“| ain't mad. This is just how | am. You’re free to show off 
how virtuous you are, but unfortunately for you, I’m a 
murderer. Please don’t drag me into your games of make- 
believe. It’s not like | took this job out of goodwill either. | 
want the payment. Now | suggest you get back to your 
priest, saint. And don’t ever try to approach a Beastfallen in 


the middle of the woods, at night, with no one else around. 
I’m not kidding. They’ll eat you alive.” 

Her eyes—pale scarlet just like her hair—widened, but her 
gaze was fixed on me. She didn’t look away. She always had 
that anxious look in her eyes, but it held no emotion right 
now. 

“Hey, are you listening?” 

A broad smile suddenly blossomed on her face. This 
woman really just smiled. In this situation. 

“What's so funny?!” 

“I’m sorry. It’s just someone | know said something 
similar.” 

“Uh, what?” 

Chuckling, she tucked her braided hair behind her ear. It 
gently swelled as it unraveled, coiling around her finger. 

“You warned me not to approach Beastfallen alone to 
keep me out of danger in the future, didn’t you? You even 
went as far as making yourself look like the bad guy.” 

“Don’t say any more, you idiot! You’re making me sound 
like a good guy! It’s disgusting. Yuck.” 

The saint stopped giggling and burst into laughter. 

! completely lost. 

| relaxed my tail and ears and held my head in my hands. 
First Zero, and now the saint. It felt like all the women I’d 
met so far had me in the palm of their hand. Even Albus had 
me wrapped around her finger. 

“Go back and get some rest,” | urged. “Your stamina’s the 
most important.” 

“Are you... worried about me?” 

“You collapsing means more trouble for me, okay?!” 

The saint laughed once more. Realizing she was poking 
fun at me, | turned my back to her. /’m done humoring her. | 
dug my nails into a tree trunk and put my weight on it. 

“Say...” 

“What?” 

“Miss Zero asked where | learned about miracles.” 


| looked at her over my shoulder. 

“Why did she.... Why did she think | learned them from 
someone?” 

| was about to open my mouth when | spotted movement 
at the direction of the campfire. 

“Your Eminence!” called a man’s voice. 

“The priest’s up,” | said. “He’s looking for you.” 

What a careless guy. It took him this long to notice that 
the one he was supposed to guard snuck out of their bed. 

| returned to the top of the tree and let my tail and legs 
dangle down. 

“My name is Faelia, but please call me Lia, not “Saint.” 

“I’m pretty sure the priest would be furious if some lowly 
Beastfallen called a saint by their nickname.” 

“Oh...” She looked downwards. “You’re right. I’m sorry for 
Causing you trouble again...” 

| let out a sigh. Why am | even feeling guilty? Darn it. 

“Go back, Lia. Or the dude’s gonna start yelling.” 

The saint—no, Lia’s expression clearly brightened. 

“Good night,” she said happily, then shuffled back. 

| let out a sigh once again and looked at the moon. What 
was that just now? It’s almost like... 

“It appears the saint has taken quite a liking to you, 
Mercenary.” 

| jumped when | heard a voice coming from directly in 
front of me. My eyes widened as | saw Zero’s figure among 
the branches hidden in the darkness of the night. She had 
pulled back her cowl, exposing her face completely, the 
light of the moon highlighting her beautiful features. | 
quickly looked away. 

If | stared at that face for even ten seconds, | could lose 
my mind. Zero’s looks were like a deadly weapon in and of 
itself. 

“How long have you been there?” | asked. 

“| saw the saint slipping out of bed so | followed her. 
When | did, | saw you two flirting.” 


“How was that even flirting?” 

If anything, Zero and the priest were the ones flirting with 
each other. Not that | cared, of course. 

“The saint told you to call her Lia. Theo said that in Cleon, 
telling someone your nickname is asking them to be your 
friend.” 

“Frieeend?” My voice cracked. 

“She asked, and you granted her request. Since 
“Mercenary” is not your real name, it could thus be taken as 
a nickname. You have become friends with the saint. That 
means | am no longer your only friend.” 

“Oh, give me a break. Me and a saint, friends? Yeah, 
right. It makes absolutely no sense whatsoever.” 

“She seems to think otherwise...” Her voice was 
uncharacteristically spiritless. 

“So what are you trying to say?” | asked. 

“You....” Zero suddenly changed her mind and shut her 
mouth. “The saint apparently learned Magic from someone.” 
The topic quickly changed to work that | couldn’t 
immediately follow. 

Zero crossed the branch towards me. “I asked the saint 
where she learned to perform miracles,” she began. “But 
she said ‘Why did she think | learned it from someone?’ 
implying that someone taught her Magic, and how to make 
it seem that it was something other than that.” 

The branch creaked as she sat down next to me. The 
brown leaves barely clinging to the twigs drifted to the 
ground. 

“| could not tell what Magic she was using. | am certain it 
was from the Chapter of Protection, but she did not recite an 
incantation and offered no sacrifice. There was no gesture, 
even. Aptitude alone, no matter how much she has, can not 
explain her abilities.” 

“Maybe it’s a real miracle from God.” 

“| have considered that possibility. And | wondered how 
miracles occured in the first place.” 


“Is it something that can be explained?” | laughed. 

It was amusing how Zero, a witch, was talking about 
miracles. 

“Perhaps,” she replied. “This is merely a hypothesis | 
formulated after talking to the priest. Thirteenth would 
probably say to only talk about clear facts, however.” 

“Please, o’ great Murky Darkness Witch. By all means, 
bestow upon my ears your opinion on this matter.” 

“Il think,” Zero lowered her voice a little, “miracles and 
Magic are fundamentally the same thing.” 

“Okay... We wouldn’t want the priest to hear about that 
one.” 

“Magic is the art of causing supernatural phenomena by 
using the power of words and offering sacrifices to demons. 
If you are proficient enough, you need only recite the 
incantation in your mind. There are many spells that require 
special sacrifices, but there are also many that can be cast 
simply by expending mana. And we witches believe that the 
goddess the Church worships is a kind of demon.” 

Demons and incantations. God and prayers. The terms 
themselves differed, but the pattern was indeed identical. 

“| think miracles are events that occur by coincidentally 
asking God to cause supernatural phenomena. Therefore 
there is a possibility that the miracles the saint performs are 
not from the Grimoire of Zero. Or there was a possibility.” 

But that possibility turned to certainty the moment Lia 
asked about Zero’s statement. Someone taught her Magic. 

It was ten years ago that Thirteenth brought the Grimoire 
of Zero, a book about Magic, to the kingdom of Wenias. The 
average time to learn Magic was five years. By counting 
backwards, we could surmise that someone brought the art 
of Magic to Cleon five years ago and taught it to Lia. 

“But that’s barely within the time period. Let’s say it 
takes at least five years to learn Magic even with the 
aptitude. That means they immediately taught it to others. 
Is such a feat even possible?” 


“The likelihood is low, but it is possible. If they were 
Originally a renowned witch, they would be able to learn 
Magic quickly, and if they focused on teaching only one kind 
of Magic, their student would master it in a short time. In 
other words, there is someone else in this country who is 
proficient in Magic.” 

Someone who taught Lia. 

If they were still in Cleon, we must find them. They might 
have the copy of the grimoire. If not, then they might be 
able to provide some kind of information. 

Something was bothering me, however. 

“It’s not like Lia or whoever taught her is causing 
problems, right?” 

“Problems?” 

“Lia just uses Magic to heal people, which means that 
whoever taught her isn’t a bad person either, right? Maybe 
we can just leave them alone. You wanted Magic to help 
people anyway.” 

If Magic was being misused—by attacking people or 
plotting to overthrow a government—finding the 
mastermind would be necessary, but seeing the kind Lia 
simply wishing to help others made me want to just leave 
her alone. 

There were downsides, however. Bandits called her a 
witch, and doctors were decreasing in number. But | didn’t 
think she was to blame. Just like how | thought Zero was not 
guilty of the incidents caused by Magic. 

Zero gave a somewhat troubled smile. “Indeed there has 
not been any problem yet. Perhaps. But situations always 
change. Things might be fine now, but you never know what 
tomorrow will bring.” 

“As if Magic to heal wounds can start a war. It’s like, how 
can a Salve hurt people?” Now that would be overreacting. 
“Besides, if you really think it’s dangerous, why don’t you 
just negate Lia’s Magic?” 

“That will make her teacher wary.” 


“You mean we won't be able to get hold of information 
about the copy of the grimoire? | thought its existence was 
not exactly confirmed anyway. Wouldn’t it be better to wait 
for Albus’s letter and take it easy for a while? Like do some 
sightseeing. | think that would be wiser than working with 
that priest, at least.” 

“We cannot do that. The saint is using Magic that | 
created.” 

“So what?” | asked. 

Zero pulled on my tail. “I must find out how the saint 
intends to use Magic. | wish to know what her teacher had in 
mind when they taught her. Magic is indeed useful, but if 
used incorrectly, it can be dangerous to all. Even the spells 
from the Chapter of Protection are not completely harmless. 
One must understand that before they wield Magic, for it is 
too powerful an art.” 

“Okay...” | crossed my arms and looked up at the moon. 
Thinking and figuring things out wasn’t exactly my specialty. 
“Well, if that’s what you wish, then I'll just simply follow. 
That’s my job, after all. Dawn will break soon. You should 
get some sleep.” 

| lay down on the branch. Then Zero climbed on top of 
me. 
“Hey, go sleep by the fire.” 

“No. The fire is out, and it is warmer this way.” 

“It'll be too heavy.” 

“It will be too cold.” Zero laughed as she mimicked my 
tone. 

| thought about dropping her to the ground, but she 
quickly wrapped herself up in my cloak to protect herself. | 
had no other choice but to stay in my current position as | 
waited for dawn to break. 

As soon as the sun rose, | woke everyone up, and we set 
off. 

We tied the five bandits properly to a tree and left some 
water within easy reach. Theo looked a little uneasy, but the 


bandits didn’t say anything to him. | thought they would 
make a fuss about the boy being a member of their gang. 
However, considering that they all had the same tattoos, 
they might be bandits with a strong sense of unity and 
camaraderie. 

Theo and | led the way, while the priest guarded the rear. 
The three women walked in the middle. 

Zero grumbled about how troublesome it was to walk, but 
| couldn’t possibly tread a pathless forest while carrying her. 
| mean, | could, but | didn’t want to. Not with Lia who 
seemed to have misplaced her motor nerves somewhere. 

“Your Eminence, there is a tree root buried there. Please 
make sure you do not trip—” 

She tripped. 

“Your Eminence, there is a hole dug by an animal. Please 
be careful—” 

She tumbled. 

“Y-Your Eminence, please watch your step so you don’t 
fall into the river—” 

She fell. 

How could she not see the obstacles that a man with his 
eyes covered could sense? And how could she not avoid 
them even when warned? Before we were even halfway 
through our journey, Lia had turned into a mess. Her clothes 
were torn, dirty, and wet, and she herself was covered in 
injuries. 

Still, the fact that she didn’t complain was commendable. 
Although every time she blundered, the lady attendant and 
the priest would panic, significantly slowing down our 
progress. 

“lam a little surprised that there is someone in this world 
who is so uncoordinated,” Zero said. 

“She’s innately a hopeless case,” | said. “The more she 
tries, the worse the results.” 

Some people were just so ditzy, you couldn’t help but pity 
them. 


“Gramps, at the pace we’re going, we won’t make it in 
half a day,” Theo said. “It’ll take twice as long.” 

“Yeah, | kinda figured. | just had the feeling that would be 
the case.” 

Fine, then. | don’t have much of a choice. 

| walked over to Lia. She was slumped down in the river, 
but managed to get up with the priest’s help. Ignoring the 
priest’s blatantly unpleasant look, | pulled her out of the 
water, and lifted her up to my shoulder. 

Lia gave a yelp. “M-Mr. Mercenary?!” 

“I'll carry her. We'll move faster this way.” 

“You brute!” the priest hissed. “Such insolence towards 
Her Eminence!” 

“You want to carry her then? | doubt you can walk faster 
than me while carrying her, Father. | thought we needed to 
hurry so she could save a child. I’m just doing my job.” 

The priest gritted his teeth bitterly. No objection came 
from his mouth. 

“| know | smell like an animal,” | said, “but you’re going 
to have to put up with it for a bit. Hold on to my neck so you 
don’t fall off.” 

For a while, Lia was restless in my arms, but she nodded 
and obeyed quietly. 

“So fluffy,” she whispered softly as she reluctantly put 
her hands around my neck. “So warm.” 

| felt her slender arms tighten a little. Zero was finicky 
about her sleeping spot, so I’d been grooming my fur a lot 
more lately. The saint seemed to like it. 

Then suddenly | felt someone staring at me. | turned 
around and saw Zero, clearly unhappy. 

“What? Something wrong?” 

“When | asked you to carry me, you refused.” 

“Why, of course. You can walk on your own.” 

“But...” Zero hesitated for a moment. She was 
uncharacteristically timid. “You are my mercenary, are you 
not?” 


“Yeah. What about it?” 

“So...! No... But... What | am trying to say is...” 

“What?” 

Silence. 

Zero’s frown deepened. She then looked away and 
started walking. 

“It is nothing.” 

She didn’t answer the question. Actually it looked more 
like she couldn’t. She wasn’t acting like herself—something | 
felt last night too. She stopped mid sentence, and she 
couldn’t answer a question. Something was up. 

Zero should know that me carrying Lia was the best 
solution to our current problem. | was sure she understood 
why | couldn’t carry her too. 

| knew Zero’s grumbling was more like her joking around. 
We hadn't been together for long, but | was with her at all 
times. | could tell when she was serious and when she was 
joking. 

Nevertheless, she was clearly acting strange right now. 

“You're a bad guy, Gramps,” Theo said softly. 

“Huh?” 

The boy quickly went after Zero, not even allowing me to 
ask a question. As | stood there puzzled, the priest kicked 
my behind. 

“Quit dawdling around and start walking,” he said. 

| don’t even know what’s going on anymore. 

With Lia on my shoulder, our pace quickened, as 
expected. 

Theo and the priest were in good shape to begin with, 
and though Zero usually moved sluggishly due to lack of 
exercise and laziness, she wasn’t slow by any means. The 
attendant also kept up just fine. 

It didn’t take long for us to make up for lost time. 

Apart from me dropping my knife somewhere, nothing 
noteworthy happened, and by the time the sun was 


completely up, we made it out of the forest and onto the 
main road. From here we wouldn’t need a guide. 

| handed Theo some money and asked him to go ahead 
into town to get a carriage. When we reached the town, a 
Carriage waited for us at the entrance. The boy did well, as 
always. He was completely thorough as well. He chose a 
vehicle from knights which was drawn by horses that wasn’t 
afraid of Beastfallen. 

“We'll take a carriage from here on out,” | said. “Just need 
to tell the driver to go fast and we should arrive in Idea 
Verna as scheduled, or maybe a little late.” 

| lowered Lia into the back of the carriage. She seemed to 
like my fur so much that for a moment, she didn’t want to 
leave, but then she turned red and quickly moved away. 

“Th-Thank you,” she said. “| must have been heavy.” 

“Yup.” | gave my honest thoughts. 

Her face turned even redder. She bit her lip a little, 
looking like she was about to cry, and punched me weakly 
on the chest. 

“You meanie...!” 

Huh? | think my heart just skipped a beat. 

As | stood there with a silly look, regarding Lia’s red face, 
Zero cleared her throat. Surprised, | shifted my gaze to find 
the witch glaring at me as she pushed me aside. 

“Hey, what’s the big idea?” 

“I, too, wish to ride the carriage. Your body is in the way.” 

“Oh, right.” | stepped to the side, but Zero didn’t move. 
She just stood there with a scowl on her face. “What’s 
wrong? Get in.” 

“Will you not pick me up?” 

“What are you, five?” 

Zero clenched her fist tight. | took a step back, thinking 
I'd get hit. 

“Forget it,” she said. “Priest, lend me a hand.” 

The priest did so without a word. Grasping his hand 
firmly, Zero pulled and entered the vehicle. 


| didn’t say | wouldn’t help you up. What the hell are you 
mad about? 

“Good news, Gramps!” Theo exclaimed, jumping up and 
down. He had been talking to the driver. “He said we can go 
through somewhat dangerous shortcuts with a Beastfallen 
as a guard. Am | useful or what?” 

“Great job, Theo. You’re really helpful.” Nodding, | patted 
Theo’s head. 

“Your hands are too big.” The boy laughed as | picked him 
up and tossed him into the carriage. 

After helping the attendant up, | entered the carriage last. 

“The road’s bad, so it’s going to be quite a bumpy ride,” 
the driver warned. “Hold on tight!” 

He spurred the horse onward. As soon as the carriage 
started shaking, Lia, as expected, stumbled and almost fell 
off the vehicle. 

“Y-Your Eminence!” 

The priest was about to get up, but | was closer and 
faster. | grabbed the saint’s arm and pulled her back, sitting 
her down between my legs. 

“You cursed beast! Step away from Her Eminence, now!” 

“You better shut up and hold on to something, Father. 
Don’t worry, | got Her Eminence.” | turned to Lia. “Sorry 
about this. You might not like it, but this is our safest option. 
With the priest’s weight, you both might fall off.” 

Lia was tensing all over, so | tried to sound as casual as 
possible. To be honest, | didn’t want to do this, but if she fell 
off a running carriage, she could die. 

“B-But I’m...” 

“Just keep your mouth shut, or you'll bite your tongue.” 

“Okay,” she muttered. 

Lia went silent. The priest seemed to have gotten my 
point as well. 

Sensing a gaze on me, | looked at Zero. Our eyes met for 
a moment. Then she looked away. 


Is she still upset about me not picking her up? What a 
child. 1’m sure she'll forget about it soon enough. 

We stopped at night to camp out, then resumed our trip 
early in the morning. 

As | watched the landscape rush past, my nose caught 
the smell of the sea. Zero, who had never seen the ocean 
before, was restless. The scent was unfamiliar to her. 

When the carriage crested the hill, my field of vision 
widened, and | saw the color blue stretching out to the far 
horizon. The sea. Vast and blue, like always. A city lay 
sprawled along the shoreline—the port city of Ideaverna. 

“Incredible!” Zero leaned out of the carriage. “Mercenary, 
look! There are so many ships!” 

“Amazing, right?” Theo joined her, smiling proudly as 
though showing off something he owned. 

Countless vessels were docked in a row on the harbor. 
Huge ships with their sails completely unfurled kicked up 
waves as they sailed away. Small, fully-loaded cargo ships 
Slid into the docks in a hurry. 

Canals from the sea spread out like veins all over the city, 
where small boats with colorful canopies swayed like leaves. 

“Those are all stalls, by the way,” Theo said. “People 
unload cargo from the bigger ships to the smaller ones and 
sail through the waterways to do their business. They sell, 
like, rare fruits and stuff.” 

“Rare fruits? Very interesting,” Zero said. “I want to try 
them!” 

The horse neighed. As the carriage trudged gently down 
the hill, | saw a crowd gathered by the road. There was even 
an elegant carriage. It was probably a group of people 
waiting for the saint’s arrival. 

The sun was still high in the sky, and for once, the priest’s 
face was filled with relief. 


“Ah, thank goodness! Thank you so much, Your Eminence, 
for coming all the way from the Holy City to a remote place 


like this!” 

On the road to Idea Verna, the most famous port city in 
the Republic of Cleon, the governor and his party had 
Surrounded us. 

As we stepped out of the humble carriage, a large, 
bearded man who appeared to be the governor himself, 
rushed over to us and, for some reason, grabbed Zero’s 
hand. 

“It’s an honor to meet you, Your Eminence. | must say, 
you’re even more beautiful than what the rumors say!” 

“lam indeed beautiful, but | am not the saint. In fact, you 
could say we are polar opposites.” 

Keep your mouth shut, you moron. | shot a glare at Zero, 
and she looked away. Seriously, what’s her problem? 

“The saint is the one with the huge breasts over there.” 
Zero glanced at Lia. 

Eyes wide open, the governor immediately pulled away 
from Zero and grabbed Lia’s hand instead. 

“l apologize,” he said. “Her appearance was too 
immaculate that these wicked eyes of mine misjudged. But 
you are beautiful as well.” 

He’s a legit womanizer. It’s almost impressive. 

He looked to be past middle age, but his toned physique 
was brimming with life. This kind of aura was common 
among sailors. As one might expect from a governor of a 
port city, he was most likely eighty percent a sailor. 

“Please enter the carriage,” the man said. “Let us skip all 
the troublesome formalities and go to my castle. Your 
companions may come, of course.” 

A Beastfallen like me couldn’t possibly ride in the carriage 
he prepared. Lia, her attendant, the priest, and for some 
reason, Zero rode in the governor's carriage, while me and 
Theo settled for the one that brought us here. 

Zero didn’t say she wanted to ride with me, and | didn’t 
try to get her in either. 

“Gramps...” Theo sounded dismayed. 


As the wagon rumbled onward, | wrinkled my nose at the 
smell of the sea, directing only my ears to the boy. 

“Zero is your employer, right?” he asked. “Why are you 
only nice to the saint?” 

“Are you talking about me carrying her? We didn’t have 
much of a choice back then.” 

“You supported her in the carriage too. Zero looked really 
pissed.” 

“Well she wasn’t gonna fall off the wagon.” 

“Maybe, but you know, you should be more considerate 
of her.” 

“Sorry, but | have no idea what you’re trying to say.” 

“Aw, jeez! I’m telling you to be more aware of how a 
woman’s mind works!” 

How was | supposed to do that? | had barely made 
contact with any women in my entire life. | highly doubted 
Zero had this woman’s mind thing anyway. She lived her life 
based on logical reasoning, and her signature move was 
ruthlessly dismissing my emotional arguments. 

“Anyway! Here’s my advice as a friend: When you get to 
town, be nice to her. Okay?” 

When exactly did we become buddies? 

| didn’t feel the need to deny it, so | kept my mouth shut. 
| seemed to have really taken a liking to the boy. 

Not long after, the carriage passed through the gates of 
Ideaverna. The distinctive feature of the city was no doubt 
the waterways that acted like normal streets. The small 
boats drifting along the canals had different colors on their 
Canopies depending on the type of goods they sold. 

The most dominant color was red, which stood for food. 
The town was bustling with residents shopping in their 
own boats and thrilled tourists and travelers who seemed to 

have just arrived by boat. 

If Zero was riding in our wagon, she would have definitely 
jumped off and set off to explore the town. 

“Hey, Theo. Do you know what Ideaverna is famous for?” 


“There’s a lot. Foreigners usually love to eat Kelbas, the 
huge shrimp, but I’d say Fulgol is the best.” 

“Is that a fish?” 

“Yes! It’s big, and it’s used in all sorts of dishes. Fulgol 
isn’t exactly rare, but here in Ideaverna, you can eat them 
raw.” 

“Eat fish raw?” 

“It’s delicious. It’s soft and sweet. When | was here, | 
sometimes picked up discarded bones and scraped off the 
bit of meat left and ate it.” Theo suddenly leered at me. “I 
see how it is. You’re planning to please Zero with food. You 
really don’t know anything, huh? When it comes to women, 
it’s gotta be shiny things!” 

“You mean jewelry? Unfortunately, that doesn’t work on 
that woman. She already has a lot.” 

“You just don’t get it.” Theo rubbed his freckled nose. 

What is it that | don’t get? And what exactly is it that you 
know so much about? 

His confidence, however, made him sound convincing. | 
was, in fact, unfamiliar with women. 

“Don’t you feel happy when you receive something? It’s 
the thought that counts.” 

“In that case, wouldn’t food be alright?” 

“You need something tangible! Man, you’re such a 
nincompoop.” 

Nincompoop? Where'd he learn such outdated language? 

Letting out a sigh, | turned my attention back to the 
cityscape. Tanned seamen had all sorts of tattoos all over 
their bodies, the most common one being that of the 
goddess, followed by anchors and chains. Tattoos of goats 
were the rarest. 

“Wait, goats?” 

Although differing in details, the bandits also had goat 
tattoos. | thought it was unique to the bandits, but it might 
be symbolic all throughout the Republic of Cleon. 

“Theo. Do you have a goat tattoo?” | asked casually. 


“| don’t.” He replied casually as well. Then he giggled. 
“You thought that since | was working for the bandits, | had 
a goat tattoo too, didn’t you? It’s the other way around. 
Those with goat tattoos become bandits.” 

“What?” 

“People with the mark of a goat gather at Fort Lotus. 
Rumors draw them in, or someone brings them.” 

“What kind of a gang is that? Besides, you don’t have a 
tattoo.” 

“| don’t, but my mom got one.” 

“I see. Your mom’s a bandit which automatically made 
you one too.” 

Does that mean his mother is still in the gang? 

But Theo begged for us to take him so he could return to 
his home near the Holy City. If his mother was a member of 
the gang, then where exactly was his house? 

“Wait a sec... By home, you meant Fort Lotus?!” 

The bandits’ hideout, Fort Lotus, was located near the 
Holy City of Akdios. If Theo’s mother was there, then Theo’s 
home was Fort Lotus. 

“Yup.” Theo laughed. 

In other words, after being separated from the bandits, 
he was trying to return to Fort Lotus by himself. 

“Il know this is a little late, but don’t let the priest know 
about this.” 

“I'll be fine. Besides, I’ve been thinking about not 
returning to Fort Lotus.” 

“Your mom’s waiting for you, isn’t she? You should go and 
see her.” 

“No, not anymore. Besides, there’s something | want to 
do, and | don’t think | can do it if | stayed there.” 

“What's this thing you wanna do then?” 

“It’s a secret! My mom said that if you tell people your 
wish, it won’t come true.” 

The horse neighed loudly, and the wagon stopped 
moving. The carriage ahead of us, the one Zero and the 


others were in, had stopped. 

| leaned out, trying to see what was happening, and saw 
a young woman standing in the middle of the road with her 
arms outstretched as if to block the carriage. The driver 
quickly dismounted from his seat and tried to move her 
away, but she planted herself firmly on the ground, 
unmoving. 

“Why are you doing this, my lord?!” she shouted, her 
voice filled with anger. 

She sounded betrayed. It was the kind of voice that would 
make people on the street stop in their tracks. 

The driver covered her mouth to silence her, but the 
woman bit his hand and shook it off. She then turned to the 
Carriage and shouted once more. 

“Why are you letting a witch into your castle?! My father 
died because of her! Were your tears just an act?! Was ita 
lie when you said you wouldn’t forgive a witch who pretends 
to be a saint?! So in the end, when you have a problem, you 
turn to such a suspicious woman?! Answer me, Lord Torres!” 

A witch pretending to be a saint—Lia. 

The look in her eyes was similar to the bandits who 
kidnapped her. 

Her father died because of Lia? How would Lia, who only 
knew how to heal, kill people? Was it because doctors’ 
numbers were dwindling and he didn’t receive treatment in 
time? Just like Theo’s father? 

| looked at the carriage parked in front of us, searching 
for Zero. Then the door flew open, and the governor jumped 
out in a hurry. 

“Parcell!” he yelled. “What is this foolishness?!” 

Arms locked by the driver, the woman glared at the 
governor with teary eyes. Her knees trembled, her mouth 
tight, as she tried her best to stay on her feet. 

“You're the fool! How could you, of all people, be 
deceived by a witch?!” 
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“Watch your mouth, Parcell!” 

The governor grabbed the woman’s collar and wrested 
her away from the driver’s hands, pulling her to himself. A 
frightened yelp escaped her lips. 

Foreheads pressed against each other, the governor 
glowered at the woman with an incredibly serious look. His 
lios moved. | couldn’t hear his low, muffled voice, but if my 
eyes were right, he said... 

“Trust me.” 

Then the woman’s face softened quickly. 

“And—” Seeing the priest come down from the carriage, 
the governor raised his long arms. “Brace yourself, 
heathen!” 

A loud smack rang out, and the woman crumbled down 
on the spot. 

“Y-Your Grace!” the priest exclaimed. He couldn’t see, but 
from what he just heard, he knew something happened. “It’s 
unfortunate that folks doubt Her Eminence. While it is 
unacceptable, using violence on a young lady—” 

“Father,” the governor said. “Blasphemy against the 
Church and the Saint is a crime worthy of death. This degree 
of punishment is necessary for speaking ill of Her Eminence 
in public. But | ask that you look the other way. She’s the 
daughter of my gardener. Her father recently passed away, 
and she’s not in her right mind.” 

The priest uttered a short prayer. “You can’t accept the 
death of someone close to you unless you blame it on 
someone else,” he said. “I’ve been there.” The priest smiled 
gently as he helped the woman to her feet. He looked just 
like a Compassionate churchman. 

Lia mentioned that he was a kindhearted man. He was 
probably kind to everyone else except Beastfallen. The 
Church’s teachings sure were terrifying. After all, he 
honestly believed that Beastfallen weren’t human. 

However, most of the people from the Church would say 
something like, “Repent for your sins, and devote yourself to 


the Lord to cleanse your impure souls.” They didn’t usually 
tell someone to die. 

“One day you will be able to accept their death and 
overcome the grief. May God bless you.” 

After saying the standard prayer, he pulled the woman 
away from the road and returned to the carriage with the 
governor. 

The carriage arrived at the castle soon after without a 
hitch. The structure itself stood very close to the sea, its 
milky-white rock walls standing out well from a distance. 
There were very little decorations, probably due to the sea 
breeze rusting metal, but if anything, it complemented the 
color of the sea and the ship flags fluttering in the wind. 

While Lia healed the governor’s son, Theo and | were led 
to a cramped room furnished only by a table and four chairs. 
The walls and the floor were bare, making it feel like a 
prison cell. 

Since Zero was in the same carriage as Lia and her 
company, she was able to join them during the healing. 

That’s when | finally realized Zero’s intentions. She 
wanted to see the saint’s miracle up close once more to find 
out what kind of Magic it was. 

There was no way they would permit me, a Beastfallen, to 
be present, but Zero could have a chance, and in fact, she 
was allowed to. 

The priest might just get angry if | asked questions, but 
Zero could pretend to be an ignorant girl. Lia and the priest 
would then teach her many things. That’s why she casually 
rode with Lia. That’s a witch for you, all right. Completely 
thorough. 

Once Theo was away from the governor’s party, and we 
were alone, he started grumbling. 

“| witnessed something awful,” he said. “What’s his 
problem? Acting all cocky just because he’s a governor. Sure 
that lady called the saint a witch, but he didn’t have to slap 
her that hard.” 


| chuckled at his childlike viewpoint. “That’s not it,” | said. 
“The governor actually protected her.” 

“What are you talking about? He hit her with all he got!” 

“Because he punished the woman first, the priest didn’t 
say anything. Besides, he didn’t hit her that hard. It was 
loud, though.” 

Theo puffed up his cheeks. “So you're defending the rich 
guy.” 

His wealth had nothing to do with it. After a bit of 
thinking, | clapped my hands together. 

Theo jumped at the popping sound. “Wh-What was that 
for?” 

“It’s what the governor did to that woman earlier. It’s 
loud, but one hit won’t hurt much.” 

Frowning, Theo tried clapping his hands together as well. 
His tiny palms turned a little red, but he knew that both the 
pain and the redness would soon recede. 

“But clapping your hands is different from slapping 
someone on the face, right?” 

“Yeah. That’s why the he slapped her with his palm. If he 
really wanted to punish her, he could’ve hit her with his fist 
or a stick. He could have thrown her into jail for blasohemy 
against the Church too.” 

But he didn’t. He settled the matter with one slap in front 
of a crowd of people. The Church encouraged showing 
mercy. The governor’s message was probably something 
like, “AS you can see, | have punished her. Please have 
mercy on her.” 

He seemed frivolous, but he was actually quite shrewd. 

“So if the governor didn’t do that, would the priest have 
beaten her instead?” Theo asked. 

“Who knows? Perhaps.” 

“It’s all so confusing.” Theo ruffled his hair and fell flat on 
the table. 

The woman who jumped in front of the carriage sounded 
certain when she called Lia a witch. | could understand 


wanting to blame the death of a relative on someone else. 
What bothered me, however, was the governor. 

Was it a lie when you said you wouldn't forgive a witch 
who pretends to be a saint?! 

Trust me. 

Does he think Lia’s a witch then? Then why bother calling 
her to cure his sick son? He didn’t care if they were a witch 
or a Saint, as long as his son lived? 

Bandits, a gardener’s daughter, and the governor. 

What made them think that Lia was a witch? 

| racked my brains for a while and eventually gave up 
without coming up with an answer. 


Interlude: Disease Worsening 


Five men were running through the forest, heading 
towards Fort Lotus. 

Wounded, they couldn’t move as fast as they wanted with 
the bad footing. Even when moving slow, however, Sect was 
still falling behind. Desperately, he forced his legs onward, 
yet the distance between him and the other men only grew. 
His companions, out of concern for him, paused for a while, 
but he just couldn’t catch up. 

We were just unlucky, Sect thought. It was no one’s fault 
that they failed in kidnapping the saint. It was simply bad 
luck. 

Bring her back alive. | know how you feel, but don’t kill 
her. 

So five capable men ambushed the carriage. 

The saint’s party stopped by at a church in a small town. 
The bandits then caused trouble to keep the priest busy, 
and while the saint and her attendant went ahead without 
him, they launched their attack. They never expected a 
Beastfallen who was just passing by to intervene. 

Nevertheless they lived. So perhaps they were lucky. 
They could be dead by now, but they all left with only minor 
injuries. And Theo, who got separated from them in the 
middle of executing the plan, left them a knife before 
leaving, allowing them to cut the ropes. Now they were on 
their way back to their base, Fort Lotus. 

But it was too late. 

Sect couldn’t feel his legs anymore. He was in an awful 
state. Not because of his injuries. He started feeling worse 
past noon, which could only mean that the witch had done it 
again. 


Sect fell down to his knees. One of his companions 
immediately rushed over and helped him get up on his feet. 
His name was Talba, a middle-aged man whose face was 
half-covered in facial hair. 

“Get up, man! | can see the fort! Don’t give up. Walk!” 

“| can’t... go on... | can’t breathe...” 

His breathing was hoarse, like a whistle. When did his 
breathing become so painful? When did his limbs become so 
heavy? Things started being unusual over a year ago. 
Before he knew it, he was eating less, and drinking water 
brought him pain. 

It was slowly eating away at him. And now, the fangs of 
the disease devouring his body had finally reached his 
heart. 

“There’s a doctor in the fort! He can look at you. You'll 
live!” 

He clawed at the ground in pain. His eyes were drawn to 
the brand of the goat on the back of his hand. 

Fuck this thing! Fuck this thing! 

He dug his nails into the back of his own hand, tearing his 
Skin apart. Sect laughed as the blood blottted out the mark. 
Tears streamed down his cheeks down to his hand, washing 
away the blood. The mark came into view again. 

“I’m such an idiot... for thinking money is important than 
my own life...” 

He never expected death to be so painful. That it would 
be so terrifying. 

“Damn it,” he groaned, pressing his forehead to the 
ground. 

| can’t take it. | can’t take it. It’s too much. 

“No, don’t die! What do | tell the boss if you’re dead?! I'll 
get you home, | promise. I'll carry you on my back.” 

Talba’s arms were warm, yet felt extremely distant. Sect 
couldn’t breathe nor speak. All four of his friends held his 
flailing arms. All of a sudden, he was breathing comfortably. 


He had lost all his strength, and he realized that he was 
dying. 

In his darkening vision, he could see the pathetic, tear- 
stained faces of filthy men. 

Perhaps | was lucky to soend my last moments with these 
guys. 

“Hey. What’s wrong? Is he dead?” 

Sect didn’t move. Holding his dead comrade’s body, Talba 
stifled the sobs threatening to escape his mouth. 

Sect, weakened by the power of the saint, wanted to join 
the ambush. Their leader opposed the idea, but Talba 
persuaded him, and brought Sect with them for the 
operation. 

| should have left him behind, Talba thought. That way, he 
could have died more peacefully on a bed at Fort Lotus. 

“Am | gonna die like this too?” one of his companions 
muttered. He had the mark of the goat on the back of his 
neck. 

“We should have killed that fuckin’ witch on the spot!” 
another shouted, punching a nearby tree. Flapping sounds 
echoed in the woods. 

They all turned their heads. A figure with a cloak covering 
his whole body stood on a tree branch. 

“B-Boss! We failed! A priest and a Beastfallen ruined our 
plans... And Sect is...” 

The boss shook his head. “I see,” he said. His voice was 
despondent, as if mourning the death of his friend. 

“Where’s Theo? Isn’t he with you?” 

“He’s headed to Ideaverna. He was hired to be the saint’s 
guide.” 

The next moment, the figure vanished. 





Chapter 4: The Port City of 
Ideaverna 


“Ahahaha! Splendid! | expected nothing less from the 
saint. You healed that sick son of mine in no time at all! If it 
weren't for you, my son wouldn’t be alive right now. 

The governor smiled heartily, a glass of wine in one hand. 
Luxurious dishes were laid out on the round table before 
him. 

Sitting on the same table was the priest, a vein clearly 
visible on his forehead. Lia herself wore a troubled 
expression. Next to the saint was her attendant, followed by 
Theo, trying to stuff his stomach with as much extravagant 
food as he could. 

Next were me and Zero then back to the governor ina 
circle. Needless to say, it was an unusual situation. Having 
the saint’s attendant, the enigmatic Zero, and Theo present 
was already strange in itself, but a Beastfallen like me would 
not be able to dine with a governor unless the situation was 
desperate. 

Yet here we were in the servants’ antechamber—the one 
Theo and | were in—gathered around one table. For some 
reason a banquet was suddenly prepared and the governor 
appeared with Lia and Zero in tow. 

“| said | would dine with Mercenary,” Zero said. “The 
governor insisted on staying with me.” 

They couldn’t possibly invite a Beastfallen into the 
prestigious castle’s dining room, so the governor proposed 
to have the banquet in the servants’ chamber instead. 

It didn’t end there, however. 


“You called the saint for someone with a mere cold. He 
didn’t even have a lung problem. What’s more, he was 
almost over it.” 

No wonder the priest had a vein or two popping on his 
head. After being attacked by bandits, they rushed to get 
here just to find out that the patient only had a cold. On top 
of that, he had to eat at the same table as the Beastfallen 
he so despised. Even the most virtuous saint couldn’t 
possibly remain calm. 

“Your Grace. Her Eminence is a busy person. Next time, | 
would like you to ask for her aid only if the doctors in the 
castle have done everything they could and were still not 
able to heal the patient.” 

“Now, now, Father. You can relax a little. Eat up, 
everyone! Ideaverna’s fish dishes are the best throughout 
the lands! Don’t hold back either, merc! Men of the sea are 
open-minded. I’m not saying they’re not prejudiced, but 
they won’t discriminate against you just because you’re a 
Beastfallen. In the sea, it’s all about whether you can do 
your job or not!” 

The governor's throaty laughter echoed throughout the 
impromptu banquet hall. The priest was tapping his fingers 
on the table in frustration. 

“You're a traveling mercenary, aren’t you?” the man 
asked. “I’ve been to many countries myself, but lately I’ve 
been holed up in Ideaverna. I’d bet you have interesting 
Stories to tell. Please, do share them with me.” 

“| don’t know,” | replied. “Nothing noteworthy happening 
in other countries lately. Wenias, though, has officially 
approved of witches and abolished witch hunts. That’s about 
it.” 

“That heretical, barbarian kingdom!” the priest spat out. 
The governor glanced at him, somewhat amused. “Yes, 
the kingdom of Wenias! That was a fascinating incident. The 
Church's five-century-long religious influence over it was 
torn down in just a few days! The evil sorcerer Thirteenth 


and the young witch Albus who defeated him. What a 
breathtaking tale! If | recall correctly, the kingdom was 
recruiting mercenaries to hunt down witches. Did you go 
there?” 

“| did. But | barely did anything. It wasn’t so much a war 
between the kingdom and the witches as it was a war 
between witches. Oh apparently, Wenias officially call them 
Mages now.” 

The governor nodded, eyes gleaming. “Yes, that’s it. 
Mages! The one who brought the news said the same thing 
too. If both men and women can use this Magic, then that 
designation is indeed more appropriate.” 

His face broke into a wide grin, then he gulped down a 
whole glass of wine in one go. “Wenias was in turmoil due to 
a rebellion by witches,” he continued. “Il was wondering, 
Father. Why didn’t the Church help to suppress it? The 
kingdom is a key stop for overland routes. Even if the king 
refused help, the Church should have sent troops to quell 
the rebellion. Don’t you agree?” 

Not waiting for the priest’s reply, he continued. “But the 
Church stood by and did nothing, and as a result, handed 
over the most important country in terms of transportation 
to the Mages. Why? Was it the Church’s way of setting an 
example for the kingdom’s refusal to make outrageous 
donations? Money. Ah, how it can drive even the followers of 
God crazy!” 

“Please be careful what you say, Your Grace. You are—” 

“| hope you’re not thinking I’m insulting the Church. | am 
a devout believer. | am generous in my donations to the 
Small churches in my territory, and those who serve God 
can vouch for my piety.” He then shifted his attention to Lia. 
“Speaking of vouching, Your Eminence. | heard of something 
interesting.” 

Lia gave a jerk, like a cat suddenly poked. 

“Have you heard of an adjudicator from the Dea Ignis 
erring in their judgment? Yes. He wrongly declared a saint as 


a witch and had her killed.” 

The governor lowered his voice, but there was really no 
point in doing so when an adjudicator was right in front of 
him. 

| was worried that the priest was going to try to cut off 
the governor’s head with his scythe. But he just sat there 
quietly, stiff as a board. 

| have a bad feeling about this. Is this governor dude for 
real? 

“P-Please stop, Your Grace,” Lia said. “You’re... joking, 
right?” 

“Not at all! | swear to God, it’s true. If | remember 
correctly, the thoughtless adjudicator was a blind priest with 
a patch that covered both his eyes.” 

“If you'll excuse me!” The priest stood up, grabbed his 
staff, and stormed out of the room. 

| watched him go, mouth open, then directed my gaze at 
the governor. 

“Oh, did | offend him? No matter. Eat up!” Laughing, the 
governor clapped his hands loudly as if to get a fresh start. 

What a terribly bold geezer. 

“You pissed him off,” | said. “I don’t think that’s a good 
idea.” 

“Don’t worry about it, merc. As | said before, | have 
enormous support from the neighboring church’s priests, 
and as a governor of a port city, | have connections with the 
Church's top brass. | introduce women, and my forte is 
secret cruises. Cutting me off would put them in a bad 
position.” 

“Heh. Spoken like a person of influence.” 

“| ama person of influence. | have money and power. I’m 
smart, and a lady-killer as well.” 

Sigh. Competent men of confidence are always like this... 
Lowering my ears, | ended our conversation and focused on 
my plate. 


Watching the door anxiously, Lia voiced a question. 
“Um... is it true? Did Father really accuse a saint of being a 
witch?” 

“| swore to God it’s true. But of course, there are two 
sides to every coin.” 

“Two sides?” 

“From what | heard personally, that “saint” was a cruel 
woman who colluded with a neighboring church’s priests to 
oppress folks. | heard that the residents were overjoyed 
when the saint was killed by the adjudicator. But the Church 
would not recognize that the priests were corrupt and 
collaborated with a witch. So their only option was to say 
that the adjudicator killed the saint by mistake.” 

As a member of the Church, the priest couldn’t say no to 
their decision. While | didn’t like that guy, | pitied him a 
little. 

“| hope he won’t succumb to such a cruel betrayal, and 
continue to make the right judgement in the future. If you 
couldn’t condemn someone even fully knowing they were a 
witch, then there would be no point in having adjudicators.” 

Big words from the man who just drove the guy off after 
implying he murdered a good person. 

Lia looked pensive as she gazed at the wooden door. 

“In my opinion,” the governor continued, “the most 
terrifying thing is is a villain pretending to be a good person, 
like poison in a rich wine. They deceive you and earn your 
trust, but at the end of the day, they slowly eat away at you 
from the inside. And most frightening of all, you can’t tell 
the unaware that what they’re drinking is poisoned. We live 
in a world where those who warn people not to drink are 
condemned. For me, nothing is more horrifying and 
infuriating.” 

What’s this man talking about? 

Before | knew it, the governor’s eyes had narrowed. It 
even looked like he was glaring at Lia. 

“Do you think saints are poison?” Zero asked. 


The governor’s eyes widened slightly, and he turned his 
gaze towards Zero. The scowl on his face was gone, 
replaced by the expression of a jolly seaman. 

“Of course not! That is a terrible joke, Miss Zero. Try 
calling the person whom a priest of the Church calls a saint 
poison, and you'll get burned at the stake immediately.” 

“I sense poison in your words. You sound as if you are 
bemoaning the fact that the Church is hindering you from 
saying saints are poison.” 

“Did it sound like that? What do you think, Your 
Eminence?” 

“l,um... | don’t know...” Somehow managing to squeeze 
out an answer, Lia hung her head down. The sight of her 
holding a fork, unable to bring the food to her mouth or put 
it down, was too pitiful that | couldn’t just sit around. 

“Thanks for the food,” | said. “Let’s go, Lia.” 

She lifted her head abruptly and stared at me. “But...” 

“You look terrible. You’re gonna collapse if you don’t 
rest.” 

| grabbed her arm and forced her to stand. Her attendant 
also stood up to support her. 

“You don’t mind, do you, Your Grace?” 

“I can’t ask her to stay when her bodyguard says she 
should rest. Truly admirable, merc. You’re actually thinking 
of Her Eminence’s well-being, unlike the priest who simply 
dismissed himself.” 

“I’m not the saint’s guard. Circumstances just dragged 
me here. That woman right there is my employer.” 

“Il see... In that case, | take it back. You’re not in the least 
bit admirable.” 

He flashed a charming smile that could make even men 
swoon. 

“| have prepared the finest room,” he said. “Thank you 
for responding to my unreasonable request, Your Eminence. 
Please rest well.” 


Lia couldn’t even answer anymore. She struggled just to 
stay on her feet, so | picked her up. The complexion of her 
face as it rested on my shoulder grew worse and worse. She 
had pushed herself to the limit to get here. It wasn’t a trip 
that a young woman with no experience traveling could 
withstand. 

Yet after all that, this is what she got. | shot a glare at 
Zero. Too far. Even if she was suspected of being a witch— 
even if she was one, this kind of treatment was uncalled for. 

| genuinely felt sick. 

Zero returned my glare. “I forgot you were my 
bodyguard,” she said sarcastically. 

“What is wrong—” 

“Just go. Take the saint with you, and let her rest.” 

Zero ended our staredown herself. When she suddenly 
averted her gaze, irritation bubbled inside me. 

What’s her problem? She’s getting mad at every single 
thing. 

| exited the room, and Theo followed not long after. 

“What's wrong?” | asked. “You can still eat if you want.” 

“Nah. | can read the room.” 

| listened to the voices spilling out of the room. | heard 
the governor’s whisper. If | weren’t a Beastfallen, my ears 
wouldn’t have caught it. 

“We are finally alone, lovely witch.” 

Frowning, | turned back to the door. 

“Gramps? What’s wrong?” 

“It’s nothing.” 

While | wasn’t looking, Zero must have revealed to the 
governor that she was a witch. Or perhaps she hinted at it, 
and the man noticed it. 

It was no wonder then that the he wanted the priest and 
Lia out of the room. He wanted to talk privately with Zero 
from the start. Most likely about Lia. Or more precisely, 
about witches. 

He succeeded in driving us all out of the room. 


“Wait. Please, don’t go!” 

| was about to leave after laying Lia on her bed, when she 
suddenly grabbed my tail. | didn’t scream, as her grip 
wasn't strong. 

Pulling my tail back quickly, | turned around. “Your 
attendant will be by your side. | don’t think it’s a good idea 
to have me around while you're resting.” 

Lia shook her head wildly. The attendant silently bowed 
and left the room without a sound. 

Whoa, are you sure about leaving the saint to a 
Beastfallen? Not that | mind. 

“Theo’s waiting for me outside,” | said. “I can’t stay 
long.” | dragged a chair right next to her bed. 





“I’m sorry for being selfish,” Lia said. 

“l wouldn’t say you’re being selfish. But anyway, you’re 
exhausted. Get some rest.” 

“Can you... tell me a story?” 

She sounded just like a child. Unfortunately, | didn’t know 
of any bedtime stories. 

“Lia, why are you so...” | paused, trying to think of the 
appropriate word. “...fond of me?” 

It seemed to be the most fitting word. Lia gave the 
impression of a child tagging along with grownups or a kid 
that liked big dogs, and she acted way more childish around 
me than the priest or her attendant. 

“I’m sorry,” she muttered. She must have read my mind. 
“I’m an orphan. My mother died of an illness, leaving me 
alone. There was a Beastfallen child in the orphanage | was 
in.” 

“| see. That’s why you weren’t scared of me.” 

“Yes.” Lia closed her eyes as if remembering fond 
memories. “You know how I’m slow, right?” 

“Can’t deny that,” | answered honestly. 

Lia smiled. “Meanie,” she said. There was amusement in 
her voice. “The matron used to scold me a lot. She called 
me useless. Every time she did, that child would defend me. 
He had an unusual way of doing it, though. He would pick a 
fight deliberately, or break things.” 

“Maybe he was just a mischievous brat.” 

“No. He was usually very well-behaved. He would sit 
alone in a tree, hiding from the others. But if someone 
messed up or broke something, he’d appear and take all the 
blame to himself. The matron would then scold and beat 
him instead.” 

Before | knew it, Lia’s was gripping my fingers. | didn’t 
Shake her hand off. 

“I see him in you. You look completely different, but you 
have similar auras. | couldn’t help but feel you would protect 
me like he did. | know it’s silly. I’m sorry.” Her grip tightened. 


“When he left the orphanage, he promised he would come 
for me one day. He said | was slow, so | wouldn’t be able to 
work decent jobs. He gave me this feather then.” 

Lia gently touched the white feather necklace she always 
wore around her neck and looked down, sadness on her 
face. 

Everyone relied on the miracles of the Saint of Akdios. 
People revered her, creating their own image of her in their 
minds, and when reality turned out different from their 
fantasies, they became disillusioned and accused her of 
being a witch. Lia lived her life under that intense pressure. 

“But there’s many people who would protect you,” | said. 
“Like the priest and the lady who’s always with you.” 

“Father is only protecting me while he figures out if I'ma 
witch or a saint... and Sanare is a bit strict.” 

| kinda recalled the priest and Lia calling the attendant by 
that name. She didn’t leave much of an impression, but she 
wasn’t overbearing either. She must be a capable woman. 

“Sanare is an orphan just like me. She knows what it 
means to suffer, so whenever | felt down, she would remind 
me that there are more people in the world who are 
suffering. She says complaining when | could eat delicious 
food and wear pretty clothes is offensive to those who are 
actually miserable.” 

Theo’s words flashed in my mind. He said being strong 
was nice, that being discriminated against as a Beastfallen 
would be okay since they had the power to kill those they 
despised. 

The powerless didn’t care if others acquired their power 
willingly or not. Having power meant they were blessed, and 
were not allowed to complain about some little hardship. 

Ever since Lia became a saint, she had no one to show 
her weakness to. She had no one to rely on. | understood 
how she felt a little, if not more. 

“So where’s this Beastfallen friend of yours now? I’m sure 
he’d be glad to be your guard if you asked him. He promised 


to get you, didn’t he?” 

Lia shook her head slowly. “I don’t know. Maybe he’s 
forgotten about his promise. But I’m sure he’s helping 
others.” 

“Beastfallen helping people, eh?” 

“There are many kinds of Beastfallen. He would always 
get hurt because of others. | always bandaged him, but | 
couldn't really do it well.” She giggled. “I wanted to be 
useful to others too. So when | found that | could perform 
miracles, | was really happy. | thought I’d be like him, 
helping others.” 

Her hand tightened around my fingers. She was 
trembling. 

“Does the governor think I’m a witch?” she asked. 

“Who knows? He doesn’t seem to have a good impression 
of you.” 

Yet he was nice to Zero, who he knew was a witch. The 
governor didn’t have ill feelings about witches in general. 
He just didn’t trust Lia. 

“Why? Did | do something wrong?” 

“You have any idea what his deal is?” 

Lia buried her face in the pillow and shook her head in 
denial. 

“No... but both Sanare and Father said | shouldn’t come. 
They both said | shouldn’t leave the Holy City because it’s 
too dangerous... There are people out to kill me lately.” 

The bandits who attacked her, the woman who jumped 
out in front of the carriage, and now the governor. There 
were definitely quite a few people who didn’t like the saint. 

Doctors, especially, couldn’t make a living by practicing 
their profession anymore because of the saint. Those who 
relied on them could very well go to the extreme and say 
that killing the saint would solve the problem. 

When a new technology was born and old technology 
became obsolete, assassination attempts occurred with high 
probability. 


There is someone else in this country who is 
proficient in Magic. 


That’s what Zero thought. But why didn’t they become 
the saint themselves? Why make Lia the saint? 

Backlash would no doubt come with the fame. Could it be 
that they anticipated that, and put Lia in the spotlight, 
pushing all the admiration and hatred on her? If that was 
the case, then whoever taught Lia Magic must have 
benefited from the saint. 

“Can | ask you something?” | said. 

“Yes,” 

“Who taught you Magic?” 

“Ma... jik? That thing in Wenias?” 

“Yeah. That’s what you’re using, right? Did you read a 
book of Magic?” 

“I’m sorry, |... | don’t know what you’re talking about... | 
can’t even read.” 

She didn’t seem to be lying. Lia didn’t have the slightest 
idea that the miracle she performed was Magic. She didn’t 
know about the Grimoire of Zero either. 

But she was, in fact, using Magic. If Zero’s words were to 
be trusted, of course. 

“l,.. |Jjust want to save people. To help others. So why do 
they want to kill me? Why did His Grace treat me that way?” 

Give me a break. This is not my kinda job. What am | 
gonna do? Say something to make her feel better? 

“l-I’m scared,” she muttered, then went silent. 

| stroked Lia’s head as she buried her face in the pillow. 
After a while, her body relaxed, and | could hear her 
breathing. She had fallen asleep. Relieved, | finally loosened 
my shoulders. 

In the end, | couldn’t get anything out of her. Wiping the 
tears off her face, | pulled the blanket all the way up her 
shoulder and got up. 


Something was bugging me. Why hadn’t the priest 
declared Lia to be a witch? He should be aware of the 
possibility based on the reaction of the governor and the 
rumors from townspeople. Why would an adjudicator from 
Dea Ignis, a group known for execution based on suspicion, 
let Lia live? 

Perhaps he was being more cautious after mistakenly 
killing a saint once. Did he plan to kill Lia after making sure 
that she had no supporters from the Church? But it felt like 
he was even protecting her from those who accused her of 
being a witch. 

Unable to collect my thougNhts, | left Lia’s room silently. All 
of a sudden, | felt a stick pressed against my neck, and my 
body tensed up. 

Speak of the devil. | guess it’s think of the devil in this 
case? 

“An ambush, huh? Sounds a bit extreme, don’t you 
think?” 

Keeping my face still, | shifted only my gaze to the side. 
As expected, there stood a green-haired, handsome young 
man that | wanted to tear apart. He wore a composed look, 
leaning against the wall. 

“| was wondering where you went after ditching your job. 
Seriously though, peeping? Nice hobby you got there.” 

“| had to make sure the foul Beastfallen would not do 
anything inexcusable to Her Eminence. Had Sanare not 
asked me, | wouldn’t have let you two be alone in the first 
place.” 

She’s a competent attendant, all right. | could imagine 
the priest barging into the room, kicking me out, and giving 
Lia a lecture while he was at it. It made me sick. 

Can this guy tone it down a little? 

“You seem to know quite a bit about the state of affairs in 
Wenias,” the priest said. 

“What?” 


“What are you snooping around for? Magic and books of 
Magic? It sounded like you were certain the saint was a 
witch when you asked her questions.” 

“So you were eavesdropping.” 

“It would be in your own best interest to answer the 
question. | might cut your head off right here and now under 
suspicion of working for witches.” 

“A Beastfallen like me working for a witch? Good one. | 
was in Wenias until recently to help annihilate witches. 
That’s why | know so much about the kingdom. I’ve also 
heard from merchants that a book on Magic was being 
traded at a hefty price. Information is essential for traveling 
mercenaries, you see. | was just wondering if Her Eminence 
came across it. If she did, | was gonna share the information 
with you.” 

The priest sniffed loudly and put his staff away. 

| didn’t notice him at all. 

| didn’t realize that he was waiting quietly outside the 
door. I’d gotten a little used to Zero sneaking up on me, but 
not sensing someone who clearly abhorred me sent a chill 
down my spine. 

“If you don’t wish suspicion to fall on you, then simply do 
nothing, and follow human orders like cattle. That is the only 
way God will forgive Beastfallen.” 

After saying everything he wanted to say, the priest left, 
turning around a corner. When he was finally out of sight, | 
breathed a sigh of relief. 

| really can’t stand that guy. He reminded of a venomous 
snake lurking in tall grass. 

“Huh?” Feeling a gaze on me, | turned around to find 
Theo poking out of a corner, staring at me. “What are you 
doing?” | asked. 

“| was waiting for you.” He glanced at the priest 
retreating. “I can’t stand that guy.” 

“| feel you.” | gave a strained laugh and nodded. 


“You too, huh?” Theo smiled back. “All right, then. Let’s 
go.” 
| blinked a few times. “Go where?” 

“Buying a gift for Zero. | talked to the lady attendant and 
she lent me this.” Theo spread out his palm, showing a 
small, goldworked goat necklace. “She said it’s the saint’s 
crest. We just show this to the gatekeeper and we can go in 
and out. If we’re stopped at the gate, we can just call for her 
and she’ll come to vouch for us. And look!” 

Theo held up a small bag. It made a clinking sound as he 
shook it up and down. 

“She gave it as payment for showing the way. | want to 
go shopping, so | thought why not help you out with yours 
too?” 

He flashed a grin, showing his one missing tooth. “Let’s 
go!” he said as he pulled on my hand. 


So in the end, | was basically forced to go to town. 
Covering my face and most of my body with my black cloak, 
| walked down the busy street with Theo. 

The city was filled with the smell of the sea. A merchant 
with a cart full of freshly-caught fish sent his horse into a 
gallop. He had to deliver the catch as fast as possible to 
other towns while they were still fresh. 

A captain of a fishing vessel and a shipwright were 
shouting at each other, the former using the money he 
earned from selling his catch to have his ship’s sail fixed. 
Smoke billowed in a nearby shop. 

The waterways that ran parallel to the streets seemed to 
bring a trace of the sea into town. Where the roads 
intersected, the waterways also intersected, making the 
Small boats look like fish in a giant fish pen. 

The townspeople were so used to the waterways that all 
they did was toss coins to the ferrymen, and the ferrymen 
tossed back goods safely. 


Trying to imitate this, Theo tossed a coin into a boat, but 
then screamed when he failed to catch the rare fruit that 
the ferryman tossed back. | managed to catch it before it hit 
the ground and handed it to Theo. 

“Just buy from the jetties,” | said, pointing at the small 
wooden landings extending out at various points along the 
waterway. Tourists and prim ladies crouched on the jetties, 
reaching out to receive their goods. 

“| just happened to miss it,” Theo said with a composed 
look. As soon as he bit into the fruit, his body stiffened, and 
he spat it back out. He probably didn’t expect the taste. 

It looked like he was going to throw it away, so | decided 
to take it. While it appeared sweet, it actually tasted 
extremely sour. | didn’t really mind it, but it was probably 
too much for a child. 

Spitting out the remaining pieces of fruit on his tongue, 
Theo looked at me as if | were some strange creature. 

“How can you eat that?” he said. 

“How can you buy it without even knowing what it tastes 
like?” 

“It’s called taking chances. A man’s gotta try everything.” 

“Then you failed. Soend your money carefully, you broke 
kid.” 

| tossed a copper coin—the price of the fruit—to Theo. To 
make buying and selling from the small boats easier, prices 
were uniform all across the board, with goods costing either 
a copper coin or a silver coin. 

| wonder if this ts also Lord Torres’s policy. \ didn’t know 
that many port cities, but Ideaverna was the first one that 
had canals that extended into the city. 

On a side note, | had actually seen a town that floated on 
the sea, built by aligning logs together. 

“They call Ideaverna the Port of Survival,” Theo began. “It 
is said that long ago, a king who was thought to be dead 
came back from this port. That’s why the ships that leave 
here never sink.” 


“The currents are calm around here, and there are no 
Shoals to run aground in. Even storms are rare in these 
parts. If a ship sank, it’s probably because of awful 
maintenance.” 

Theo frowned at me. “Why do you gotta ruin people’s 
fantasies? The Port of Survival sounds so cool! Must be nice 
to sail and visit different places. Then eat lots of tasty food.” 

“You want to be a sailor?” 

“They say little guys make for good sailors. But right now, 
I’m hoping that the saint will take a liking to me and hire me 
as a chore boy.” 

“You're one clever kid. | didn’t know you had that in 
mind.” 

“Well, yeah. If | show that I’m useful, it’s possible, right? 
I'll think about becoming a sailor if that doesn’t pan out. 
Traveling while getting paid is the best.” 

“In that case, merchants travel while making money too. 
Even traveling entertainers travel while selling their craft.” 

“Oh, | see. So you can travel no matter what you do. Then 
| want to be a doctor.” 

| almost answered that it wasn’t possible, but managed to 
catch myself. 

After medicine left the jurisdiction of the Church, a trend 
was born where you needed a written certificate from a 
reputable doctor—one under the patronage of the Church, 
of course—that said you were indeed a real doctor in order 
to declare yourself one. 

The only way to get that certificate was to graduate from 
a school that demanded high tuition fees, or to become an 
apprentice of a renowned doctor and have him write a 
certificate after years of hard work. 

A doctor without a certificate was considered a quack. 
Worst case, they would be exposed as a witch or sorcerer 
who deceived people with questionable techniques. Such 
was the current relationship between doctors and the 
Church. 


In other words, there was not a single chance that Theo, 
a poor orphan, could become an actual doctor. 

“I’m gonna be a traveling doctor,” he said. “I'll go to 
villages where there aren’t enough doctors, and I’m going to 
help people who are sick. | could go with you. I’m pretty 
useful, aren’t 1? How about we go together? Not a bad idea, 
right?” 

Theo looked at me with a twinkle in his eye. He wasn’t 
actually serious. He was simply talking about his dream. 

“Yeah.” It was the only thing | could say. “But let me tell 
you, it won’t be an easy trip.” 

“That’s fine. Not like I’m having it easy right now either.” 

He was right. His father was dead. His mother joined 
bandits and wasn’t waiting for Theo anymore. She probably 
married another man, leaving Theo with no place to belong 
to. 

He was indeed useful. If he was serious, it wouldn’t be a 
bad idea to have him around. 

“Hey, Theo. Are you actually—” 

“Oh, that looks good! I’m gonna buy some.” 

“Hey!” 

The topic changed in an instant. Theo and Zero were 
quite similar in that regard. Perhaps Zero was childish. 

After arguing about something with an old man at a stall, 
Theo came back to me with a smug look on his face. In his 
hand were fried fish on skewers. A lot of them. 

“Il told him | had a huge pal, and he gave some extra. You 
can have your share. Being strong sure is awesome.” 

“Why you little...” 

No wonder the owner of the food stall was looking at me 
like | was some sort of an animal. There was no point in 
covering my face and acting like a normal human when | 
was gonna draw attention to myself anyway. 

“So, you have something in mind?” he asked. 

Theo’s words were always abrupt and subjectless. | had 
gotten used to it, but not enough to immediately 


understand the intent of his question. 

“About what?” 

“Zero’s gift! What else? I’m asking if you already have 
something in mind.” 

“I'll just check some food stalls and choose something 
that looks delicious.” 

“Il told you, it’s gotta be something tangible! You’re such 
a nincompoop.” 

“Where’d you even learn that word?” 

“My mom used to say that to my dad.” 

“| see. So your dad’s just like me.” 

“Mom was always mad at him,” he said with a horrified 
look. 

What do | even get her? Theo suggested something 
tangible or shiny, but clearly the gems that Zero had would 
be worth more than any jewelry | could afford. 

“Don’t tell me you haven’t actually thought about it.” 

“| mean, I’ve never given a woman anything before. It 
would just gross them out. Besides | might just even annoy 
her.” 

“For someone so big, you sure are spineless. Have you 
ever given anything to anyone?” 

“If you mean pain, fear, and despair, then yes. A lot.” | 
laughed. 

“I’m being serious here.” He glared at me. 

| was at a loss for words. “No, sir.” 

Theo facepalmed. “You're so helpless for a grown man!” 

“There’s a lot of things that even grown men have never 
experienced!” 

“Don’t you have anything in mind? There’s lots of 
standard gifts you can give. I’m sure you can at least 
imagine what would be good even without the experience.” 

Standard, huh? | might just have something. Standard 
things that a man gives to a woman. | recalled a song a bard 
Sang at a bar. He mentioned something about a kiss and 
singing songs of love to a maiden in love. 


“Oh, by the way,” Theo said, “no kisses or singing.” 

Wait, really? Damn, that was close. | quickly closed my 
mouth. Other standard stuff. Not food, but something 
tangible... 

“L-Like pretty flowers?” 

For a moment, | felt coldness in Theo’s gaze. His eyes 
were saying, “What is this guy on about? Does he not feel 
embarrassed just saying the words ‘pretty flowers’?” 

“Oh, well... that’s fine, | guess. | think giving pretty 
flowers is nice.” 

“Stop! Don’t look at me like that! Forget it! Erase it from 
your mind! Pretend you didn’t hear anything!” 

Theo averted his gaze and let out a wry, unchildlike 
laugh. What is this feeling? I’ve never been so embarrassed 
before! 

“Forget it! | give up. I’m not giving her a gift! | mean, why 
do | have to apologize anyway?!” 

“Oh, quit sulking. What are you, ten?” 

“I’m not sulking! I’m the one who’s pissed to begin with. | 
know she has her own way of thinking, and | can understand 
baiting others to see how they would react...” 

“What are you mumbling about? | thought Zero was your 
partner. Come on, I'll help you pick something. There’s some 
stalls down at the harbor. They have better stuff than the 
boats in the canals. We might find something rare that Zero 
would love. Let’s go!” 

Theo pulled on my arms. 

| really didn’t want to go, but the saint’s crest was 
necessary to return to the castle. | could’ve easily shaken 
Theo’s hand off, but | had no other choice except to follow 
him quietly. 

Women flocked to jewelry stores, even the ones set up as 
stalls on the side of the streets. If not women, then 
fashionable men. 

A huge, suspicious-looking man who wore a cloak 
covering his entire body couldn’t possibly approach such a 


stall, much less a Beastfallen. And so | had Theo choose the 
item for me. 

Theo went to the stall to check the goods out and came 
back to describe them to me. Then | decided which one to 
buy. The whole process was a huge pain in the ass, but this 
was the best way to avoid trouble. 

“Hmm. A silver bracelet with a fine design on it,” Theo 
said. 

“Nah. She’ll probably complain about rings and bracelets 
being too constricting.” 

“What about a necklace with many gems?” 

“No. Anything that hangs from the body will only be in 
the way. It could get stuck in a tree or something.” 

“What about a golden hairpiece with red gems on it?” 

“No way! Red gems are a bad omen. Thirteenth... | mean, 
it’s just gonna cause all sorts of mess.” 

“Gramps...” 

| Knew what he was trying to say. Do you even plan to 
buy anything? | went silent. | had no interest in jewelry that 
had no practical use, and even more so when it came to 
women’s goods. You could ask me what | wanted, but | 
wouldn’t be able to answer. 

Jewelry was meant to make one more attractive. Zero 
was plenty beautiful already, so she didn’t need any. 

“I’m here helping you out. Think about it more seriously! 
Don’t you want Zero to forgive you?” 

“What's there to forgive? | didn’t do anything wrong.” 

“You still honestly believe that? Don’t you like Zero?” 

“What?” 

It was such an abrupt question that | turned to look at 
Theo reflexively. His reproachful eyes startled me. 

“You've grown to like the saint more than Zero. That’s 
why you don’t want to give her anything!” 

“How’d you even come up with that?! That’s not it at all.” 

“So you like Zero?” 

“Huh?!” 


| couldn’t answer. | knew that children’s words didn’t have 
any particularly profound meaning to them, but my whole 
being refused to readily admit liking anything. It was a word 
far too alien to me. 

Zero, however, said the words like it was nothing. 

“Well, | don’t dislike her...” 

Theo didn’t seem satisfied with my answer. “What about 
the saint? You don’t like her?” 

“No, | don’t...” 

“So you like them both equally?” 

| guess that’s one way to put it. But that wasn’t the case. 
In my mind, there was a difference between Zero and Lia. 
Perhaps it would be better to call it a distinction rather than 
difference. 

Zero was my employer, my partner, and | considered her 
a friend. She called me a friend too. We were friends, 
basically, which was perfectly fine. Lia was more like... yes, 
a stranger. 

As | stood there confused, unable to explain things 
properly, Theo let out a disgruntled sigh. 

“What you’re doing to Zero is terrible. Do you 
understand? Zero said she likes you, but you care more 
about the saint. You don’t think you’re doing anything 
wrong? That’s not very nice. I’m not gonna help you 
anymore!” 

Theo turned around and ran off, disappearing into the 
crowd in no time at all. 

For a while, | just watched him go, dumbfounded. Then 
seconds later, | snapped back to my senses and went after 
him. 

“Wait, Theo!” 

|! can’t return to the castle without the saint’s crest! 

| left the harbor and ran back towards the town. 

The scent of imported goods mixed in with the strong 
smell of the sea made it difficult to follow Theo’s scent. At 
first | managed to keep track of his brown hair through the 


crowd, but | eventually lost him. | stopped in my tracks, at 
my wits’ end. 

What do I do? I’m sure Theo will return to the castle at 
some point and I can just meet him there. Should | just go 
back without looking for him? 

| shook my head. This was my fault. | didn’t think about 
Theo enough, or Zero, for that matter. 

“Theo! Where are you?! | was wrong. Get back here!” | 
shouted in the middle of the crowded street, like a man 
looking for his lost son. 

With my shady black cloak, however, | might just look like 
a Slave trader searching for an escaped slave. In fact, there 
were many human traffickers in port cities targeting 
children. Once a child was taken away by boat, there was 
little to no chance of finding them anymore. Thinking about 
it made me panic even more. 

| didn’t want to draw attention, but | needed to find Theo 
quickly. 

“Theo! Answer me!” 

“Gramps!” 

| heard a reply. One filled with urgency. | immediately ran 
towards the voice. 

“Gramps! Help!” 

| slipped past the main street and onto a side road to find 
someone fully covered in a cloak just like me, pushing Theo 
away and running towards a back alley. 

Whether it was a human trafficker or a degenerate who 
targeted children, | didn’t know. They probably realized he 
couldn’t escape from me while carrying Theo. 

“Theo, are you Okay? Are you hurt?” 

“No. I’m fine.” 

“Wait here. I'll be right back!” 

“Gramps! You don’t have to chase him!” 

| wasn’t so kind as to let a guy who just tried to kidnap 
my friends in front of me escape that easily. I’d like to at 
least sock him once. | told Theo that being strong meant 


forgiving someone even after they hit you, but these were 
two different cases. Crimes must be punished. 

Realizing that | was coming after him, the kidnapper 
screamed in panic. “Wait a minute! You’ve got it all wrong!” 

“We'll find out after | beat the crap outta you!” 

“You're crazy! Damn it!” 

The man turned a corner, his cloak flaring behind him. | 
followed him, but then | tripped over something. 

“Ow! An obstacle right in a corner? What kinda trap is 
this?” 

As | hurriedly got up, my ears caught the sound of a large 
bird flapping its wings. The crash must’ve spooked it. A 
white feather came fluttering down, and | picked it up with a 
sigh. 

| could no longer hear the kidnapper’s footsteps. He must 
have hid inside a building somewhere. Finding him at this 
point would be difficult. 

“Damn it. | didn’t get to sock him.” 

Letting the feather drift into the wind, | checked to see 
what | stumbled upon. For a second, it looked like a bag full 
of garbage, but | immediately realized that wasn’t the case. 

“Oh, shit.” | didn’t expect to trip over a corpse. 

“Gramps!” 

“Stand back, Theo!” 

The sound of small footsteps came to a halt around the 
corner. | bent down to examine the body. | thought the man 
just now killed them, but a quick glance at the lack of 
trauma suggested they died of an illness. It didn’t look like 
death by starvation either. 

The corpse was relatively new and mostly still 
undecayed. Regardless, letting a child near it was not a 
good idea. A corpse lying in an alleyway was not exactly 
uncommon. 

“What the...” 

My gaze was drawn to the neck of the corpse. | crouched 
down and brushed its hair. 


A goat tattoo. No. 

“A branding?” 

The skin around the imprint was hard and twisted from 
the burn. Tattoos and branding marks were originally used 
to identify slaves and criminals, but nowadays people had 
them purely out of interest or as a sign of unity. 

Bandits, sailors, and a corpse—goats seemed quite 
popular in Cleon. 

But what does this symbol mean? 

| thought I’d seen a goat crest somewhere recently. 
Perhaps it was the crest of the governor? | couldn’t 
remember well. 

Wracking my brains hard, | stood up. There was no need 
to stay around the corpse for long. 

“Gramps!” As | turned the corner, Theo jumped at me, his 
face pale as a sheet. “D-Did you kill them?” he asked. 

“No, they got away,” | replied. 

Theo relaxed. 

“And why are you relieved?” 

“Uh, actually... | knew that guy.” Theo gave an awkward 
laugh. 

You knew him? My face twitched. “Then why the hell did 
you scream for help?!” 

“I-| actually really needed your help! He’s a bandit! He 
was trying to take me back, but | don’t want to return, so | 
called out to you.” 

“Don’t give me that! How the hell do they know where 
you are, anyway?!” 

“Well...” Theo laughed. “Don’t get mad, okay? Remember 
the bandits you tied up? | left them a knife. They should’ve 
used it to cut the rope and escape. And somehow they 
found out | was heading to Ideaverna.” 

As soon as | heard him say “knife,” | looked at the large 
knife that Theo always carried around with him—his father’s 
memento. But it had been hanging around his waist all this 
time, and it was hard to believe that Theo, who did most of 


his work with just that one knife, would bother carrying a 
spare knife with him. 

Come to think of it, | recently lost my favorite little knife. 
It can’t be. 

“So you’re the one who stole my favorite knife!” 

| thought | dropped it somewhere, but apparently Theo 
gave it to the bandits. 

“I’m sorry! I’m really sorry! They were glaring at me!” 

| clenched my fists and hit Theo in the head with just 
enough force to not kill him. 

“Y-You said you wouldn’t get mad!” 

“| didn’t say that. Anyway, we rushed to get here. How 
can those bandits catch up with us so quickly?” 

Theo was about to reply when the gold chain around his 
neck flashed. It was the saint’s crest entrusted to him by 
Lia’s attendant. Theo was wearing it around his neck, hiding 
it inside his clothes. 

The moment | saw it, the answer that had been stuck in 
the back of my head suddenly surfaced. | put my hand on 
Theo’s neck. 

“Whoa, hey, wait a minute! I’m sorry, okay?! Please don’t 
kill—” 

“The saint’s crest?! Then why is this mark on the bandits’ 
bodies?!” 

| grabbed the glowing chain around Theo’s neck and 
pulled the emblem out from underneath his clothes, 
checking the workmanship up close. 

There was no doubt about it. 

It was a crest of a goat with imposing horns, exactly the 
Same as the one on the body of the bandits and the corpse. 
The next thing | knew, nighttime was fast approaching. 

We ended up turning back to the harbor to get a gift for 
Zero. | thought | bought a decent item. It looked useful and 
would probably look good on her as well. 

“Gifts are good, aren’t they?” Theo looked happy for 
some reason. “My dad loved giving my mom a gift because 


it made her happy.” 

With Theo on my shoulders, we hurriedly made our way 
back to the castle. | gave the boy half my attention as he 
talked about trivial matters, giving him the appropriate 
responses, while | thought about the goat branding. Behind 
us the setting sun dyed the sea a blazing red. 

It probably wasn’t pure coincidence that the bandits had 
the crest of the saint tattooed on their bodies. /s Zero aware 
of this? She should've noticed it for a while now. Lia’s 
attendant always wore the crest around her neck. Zero 
would’ve definitely noticed it. 

No problem had occurred yet, but there might be one 
someday. Zero saw the connection between the tattoos and 
the saint’s crest. 

“Hey, Theo.” 

“Yeah?” 

“You said that those with the mark of the goat would 
gather to the gang. Do you know why?” 

“No idea. My mom said it was for a grate coz. She said 
that anyone with the mark of the goat knows what that is.” 

Grate coz? Oh, he means great cause. 

“She said it was to make the country better. Apparently 
bad things are happening because of the saint, so she 
needs to be captured. | don’t think so, though.” 

Their great cause was to kidnap Lia? Did they think that it 
would solve this country’s problem—the shortage of 
doctors? If anything, they would be severing their last 
remaining lifeline. 

| thought people wouldn’t die from salves, but apparently 
people could very well fight over them. But Lia was not to 
blame for that. 

Nevertheless this was definitely a problem caused by 
Magic. Even Magic from the Chapter of Protection could 
cause similar problems in other countries. And that was 
something Zero couldn’t overlook. She needed to find 
whoever taught Lia Magic. 


As Zero’s bodyguard, | had the obligation to follow her. 
Since | became Lia’s guard, | had very few opportunities to 
be alone with Zero, let alone talk with her. Once | realized 
that, | suddenly felt the need to hear her out. 

Perhaps buying her a gift was indeed the right choice. 

When we made it to the castle gate, | showed the 
gatekeeper the saint’s crest. AS soon as we were granted 
entry, | saw a horse galloping out of the castle in a hurry. 
Judging by the vivid maroon vest, it was most likely the 
governor. But why was he in such a hurry this late? 

Racking my brain, we passed through the servants’ gate. 
Our bedroom was the room where we had the feast. But 
before we returned to our room, | needed to find Zero first. 
Now where in the world ts she? 

“Ow...” 

Soon after | slipped through the side gate, | bumped into 
something and stopped in my tracks. | looked down and saw 
silver hair bathed in the crimson light of sunset. 

“Hey. Great timing. | was just—” 

“Where have you been, Mercenary?” Zero looked up, a 
cold, expressionless look on her face. She was clearly angry. 

With smile on my face, | flinched and took a step back. “| 
went to town...” 

“Without me.” 

“Can you blame me?! You were talking with the 
governor...” | trailed off, then went silent. 

| couldn’t take Zero with me to buy her gift. | didn’t want 
to tell her | was out to get her a gift either. 

“Uh, oh.” Theo whispered in my ears. 

“| thought you were my mercenary. Is it not your job to 
stay with me at all times?” 

“It is, but even bodyguards need their own free time.” 

“Free time?” Zero lowered her gaze. “I see. You are right. 
Free time is necessary. | apologize for interfering with your 
free time. | simply...” Her voice became a whisper. “I simply 
wanted to go with you.” 


Zero turned around, her long cloak flaring, and 
disappeared into the castle. | missed the chance to call out 
to her, so | simply stood there blankly, watching her go. 

What was that just now? She’s not acting like herself. 

Theo slid off my shoulder and slapped my back as hard as 
he could with his tiny palm. “Hurry up and go after her! Zero 
was lonely! I’m sure she was waiting for you all this time so 
you could go out together. I’m such an idiot! We should’ve 
returned sooner!” 

“Go after her? And then what?” 

“Apologize, what else?! Now is the time to give her your 
gift! Apologize like you really mean it, okay? My dad said 
that if you made a woman mad, then you apologize.” 

Can we really trust your father’s words? 

| couldn’t just let her go, so | went after her. 

Zero was marching down the long corridor, her footsteps 
resounding loudly. | caught up to her and tried to talk, but 
she didn’t answer and kept on walking. 

“Hey, wait! Hear me out for a sec! I’m sorry | left you 
behind. Theo begged me to go, so | had no other choice. | 
also had some business | needed to attend to downtown, 
and you were with the governor...” 

“Yes, | was talking to the governor. Alone. What were you 
doing during that time?” 

“What...?” 

Zero scoffed. “You lent the saint a gentle hand and left 
me behind. The priest told me you stayed by her side, doing 
indecent things. | have learned the true meaning of the 
phrase ‘not eating the meal set before him is a man’s 
shame’. Did she not serve herself up to you? It would be a 
Shame on you if you did not accept her invitation.” 

“Hold up! That absolutely did not happen! While I'd like to 
give you props for learning the phrase, it’s alla 
misunderstanding! It’s a lie! The priest’s scheme! Do you 
actually think | have the guts to do that?!” 


Saying it myself made me feel a little awful, but it was 
the truth. 

“Besides, | only ended up with Lia because you and the 
governor kicked us out of the room.” 

“You are mistaken. | wanted to have a meal with you. | 
knew that the governor wanted to talk to me, so | made it so 
the feast would be prepared in your room. Yet you chose the 
saint and not me!” 

Oh, shit. So that’s what it was. 

The governor only wanted Lia and the priest out, and | 
just happened to follow Lia. 

“Uh, yeah. That was my bad. But you saw how Lia was. 
The priest left her, and her attendant alone couldn’t—” 

Zero still kept on walking. “You are always like that. You 
only care about the saint because she cannot do things on 
her own, because she is weak, because you are worried 
about her. You pay attention to all her needs. Then how 
about you become a servant to your beloved saint? You do 
not have to worry about your payment. | will compensate 
you as promised. Stay here, and as soon as | recover my 
power, | will come visit.” 

“Can you cut that out already?! Saint this, saint that. This 
isn’t like you! It sounds like you’re jealous of Lia!” 

“Jealous?!” Zero turned around and glared at me. Fora 
moment she was at a loss for words, then lost all energy 
rapidly. “I am not jealous...” 

It sounded more like she was talking to herself. Her gaze 
wandered to the floor, her mouth gaping open and shut. 

“| simply... This makes me look like a fool... Indeed, this is 
not like me...” 

Zero dropped her shoulders and exhaled. Finally, Zero 
looked at me directly, wearing a puzzled expression. 
Without the usual transcendental air to her, she seemed like 
a child. 

“| simply felt extremely unpleasant. When | see you being 
so nice to the saint, | cannot control the stirring in my mind, 


even though | know your actions are reasonable. Is this 
some kind of a disease?” 

Zero brushed her forelocks and shook her head. 
Bewildered by her own emotions—emotions that everyone 
had—she was at a complete loss. She wasn’t sick. If 
anything, she was perfectly healthy. She just hadn’t felt 
such emotions before. That’s why she was being swept 
around like a child. 

“Or is this jealousy? | am jealous of the saint?” 

“Uh, I-l don’t know... Probably...” | found it difficult to 
answer despite me bringing it up. 

Saying she was jealous was like telling her she liked me. 
In hindsight, me, a Beastfallen, telling Zero, a beautiful 
woman that every man would be head over heels in love 
with, that she felt jealous, was rather presumptuous. 

“Mercenary. There is something | have always wanted to 
ask you. | thought hard about it, but | could not understand 
it. Would you hear me out?” 
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“Wh-Why so formal all of a sudden? If | can answer it, 
then sure, | will.” 

“Do you prefer big breasts?” 

| almost collapsed to my knees. Big breasts? What? If 
asked whether | liked them or not, then yes, | liked big 
breasts. But how was that related to the conversation we 
were having? | couldn’t utter a word. 

“| asked the governor,” Zero continued. “Il asked him 
what the saint had that | did not. Why would you choose 
her? He said full breasts drive men mad.” 

What kinda stuff is that sailor drilling into her head? And 
why are you accepting It like it’s nothing, o’ great Murky 
Darkness Witch? 

“Calm down, Witch. | don’t know why you had that 
conversation with that guy, but | don’t judge a woman’s 
worth by the size of her breasts.” 

“But you were looking at the saint’s swaying breasts!” 

Stop. Quiet down, please. The priest will hear you. If that 
happens, I’m dead for sure. Besides, | wasn’t even looking 
at them. They entered my vision from time to time, but | 
didn’t look at them on purpose. 

“My breasts are... normal-sized,” Zero said. 

“True, they’re not big. 

“But the governor commended its great shape!” 

“You showed him?!” 

“He said he could tell even with my clothes on.” 

Oh. You almost gave me a heart attack. | had seen them 
before—pure coincidence, of course—and they did have the 
perfect shape. No, wait. That doesn’t matter right now. 

“But if you value size more than shape, then | am no 
match for the saint. | thought it was the reason why you 
cared so much about her.” 

“No!” 

How’d you even get that? Does this woman think I’m 
some kind of an idiot who decides who to serve solely based 
on the size of their breasts? 


But it was true that all the attention | would have directed 
to Zero went to Lia. Like the governor said, | did a good job 
as the saint’s escort, but not as Zero’s bodyguard. That’s 
why Theo told me to get her a gift and apologize. Right, 
almost forgot about that. | searched my pockets for Zero’s 
gift. But should | give it to her now? How do! even do that? 
What am I! gonna say? 

“I’m sorry,” | said. 

Zero quickly looked up and stared at me quizzically. “Are 
you apologizing for being captivated by big breasts?” she 
asked. 

“Forget about breasts! I’m apologizing for not putting my 
Original employer first!” 

“It is fine. The saint is dull, and enfeebled by Magic or 
miracles. It is only logical that you would prioritize her over 
me. But there is more to it than that. You are fond of her.” 

“That’s not—” 

“It is true.” 

She seemed to be telling me not to lie to my employer. | 
thought about it fora moment and realized that | did like 
Lia. 

“You just can’t hate that kinda person,” | said. 

Lia was clumsy, vulnerable, overly optimistic, and just a 
good person at heart. It was like seeing a pile of logs about 
to collapse. You couldn’t help but support it. 

“Do you remember?” Zero asked. “You said before that 
men are more attracted to shyness or vulnerability that 
makes them want to protect the girl. The saint fits that 
criteria perfectly. Your fondness of the saint is simply natural 
providence that has been passed down through generations 
since the beginning of mankind.” 

“Okay, now you’re just exaggerating.” 

“But you wish to protect her, do you not? You do not want 
to kill her, at least.” 

“| don’t wanna kill people without reason, regardless of 
who they are.” 


“What if you had a reason to kill her?” 

“What?” 

“You may not want to believe it, but from what | have 
heard from the governor, the saint is a witch who must be 
destroyed,” Zero stated flatly. 

It was only a moment later that | processed her words. 
“Wait a sec. What do you mean by that? How can you be so 
sure?” 

| remembered Lia’s face when she cried, whispering she 
was scared. Her tears, as she trembled at the thought of all 
the hatred towards her, when all she wanted was to save 
people. 

“You remember the doctor at the inn talking about how 
there are fewer and fewer doctors in Cleon, yes?” Zero 
asked. 

“! do. The doctors’ numbers are dwindling because of her. 
But you’re calling her a witch based off that?” My voice was 
fierce. 

| realized | lost my composure. | was surprised that Zero’s 
words impacted me that much. It was unsettling. 

“That is not what | am saying. The problem is that doctors 
are decreasing in numbers, yet the saint is not performing 
her role as a doctor.” 

“Of course she is! She’s doing her job well—” 

“She is not. To be more accurate, she is selecting the 
people she heals. Those who are not selected are left to die 
with their wounds and illnesses. That is the current state of 
the Republic of Cleon.” 

Sounds like something we can’t talk about in a hallway. 

| urged Zero to go out into the castle’s backyard. This was 
only my personal theory, but it was better to have a private 
conversation in the open. There was a good chance you 
would not notice eavesdroppers in tight spaces. In an empty 
backyard, however, you'd easily notice anyone coming 
closer. 


“Do you know the definition of a republic?” Zero asked as 
soon as we got to the backyard. 

“A kingdom chooses its head through hereditary 
succession. In a republic, the head of state is chosen by the 
people.” 

“What a splendid answer. Sometimes | wonder if you are 
stupid or smart.” 

“I’m a mercenary and a warrior. | am hired by nations to 
kill. | Know the basic forms of government, at least.” 

| couldn’t give a thorough explanation since | hadn’t 
actually studied their detailed definitions, but | learned 
enough to at least hold a conversation. 

“You are correct,” Zero said. “Put it another way, a 
republic is a country where the next ruler has not been 
decided. If the current head of state dies, his child does not 
necessarily take over. The person who is popular with the 
people and has the most power will be the Republic of 
Cleon’s next ruler.” 

“Makes sense to me.” 

“So how does one become popular with the people?” 

“By giving the people what they want. Like food, clothing, 
Shelter, and jobs. There’s also disaster countermeasures...” 

“And then there is healthcare.” 

| gave a start. Healthcare meant life. You had a place to 
run to when you were injured. There was a doctor you could 
call when you were sick. People gathered in those kinds of 
places, and places where people gathered became rich. 

“Doctors are declining in number in Cleon,” Zero 
continued. “But there is only one saint, and needless to say, 
she cannot heal everyone. So who shall she treat first? The 
poor on the brink of death? Or the son of a powerful 
governor who is suffering from a cold that he was already 
recovering from?” 

“That guy lied to summon Lia here! She came all the way 
here because the letter said the son had a lung problem!” 


“But it was the saint herself who decided to accept the 
request. Many sick people travel to the Holy City for the 
saint’s miracles. Yet she traveled to Ideaverna, leaving them 
behind. Why? | surmise that she came because it was at the 
request of the governor of Idea Verna, a man who holds 
considerable power in the republic.” 

“That’s—” 

“lam not criticizing the saint for her choice. As a matter 
of fact, lives have an order of precedence. The life of an 
elderly dying in three days’ time and the life of a newborn 
baby weigh differently. But those who are not even among 
the choices, who should they rely on? The poor can only 
wait for death. That is this country’s current state.” 

“But killing Lia won’t solve that problem!” 

“| would not go that far, of course,” Zero said. “But no 
matter how hard she tries, the saint has to choose who to 
treat. Now what happens if you seize that right to choose?” 

What would you do if you held the right to choose who Lia 
would treat? 

“If, for example, endorsing me as the next head of state 
would give me the chance to be prioritized by the saint, 
would you not strive to make me win?” 

The right to have priority when it came to healthcare was 
too enticing, especially in a country where new diseases 
frequently came in from outside. 

Fewer doctors and a centralized healthcare system. 
Controlling that system would give you the power to run the 
entire republic’s healthcare. 

“Those under the grace of the saint will have the 
opportunity to become the head of state. If that is the case, 
they will all try to take possession of the saint. How would 
they do that?” Zero paused. “Did you know? The person 
who presented the town of Akdios as a Holy City was a 
wealthy female merchant notorious for seeing the poor as 
mere slaves. Apparently the saint is very fond of her asa 
tea drinking companion. The governor said that the saint is 


not well-versed in politics and is unable to judge those who 
approach her whether they are good or evil.” 

Donations, contributions, bribes, and brown nosers. In 
other words, it was a battle to see who would be most liked 
by Lia. It would not be an exaggeration to say that Cleon 
was ruled by the saint. She had a strong influence on the 
future of the country precisely because the republic had no 
absolute ruler. 

“But that’s not Lia’s fault, is it? If the problem is that bitch 
slithering up to her, then just deal with her instead! It’s even 
possible that she’s the one who taught Lia Magic, right?” 

“Yes, | suppose.” 

“Lia is just saving people. Sure, she has to choose who to 
treat as a result, but if asked, she’s willing to heal anyone. 
In fact, she does just that. She healed me and even offered 
to heal the bandits. Can you still say that she’s someone 
who needs to be eliminated?!” 

“| have heard other stories as well.” 

| didn’t want to hear Zero questioning Lia’s intentions any 
more. 

“That the saint is a horrible witch who hunts and gathers 
the souls of the poor and gives them to the rich.” 

“And you just believe that?!” | roared, grabbing Zero by 
the chest and pulling her closer. 

Her slender body was extremely light, the tips of her toes 
rising slightly above the ground. Zero’s beautiful features 
and bluish purple eyes were right before my eyes. Her 
somewhat disdainful, blank expression sent a chill down my 
spine. 

| just threatened my employer. | threatened someone who 
| couldn’t even defeat in a fit of rage. 

“Sorry.” | somehow managed to voice an apology from 
my dry mouth. | let Zero down. 

After quietly straightening her clothes, she looked 
straight at me. “Did you fall in love with the saint?” she 
asked. 


“No! I’m just....” 

| just remembered the sensation of her hand desperately 
holding on to my fingers. | couldn’t believe that such a frail 
woman who only knew how to Save people was a witch that 
must be annihilated. 

She was clueless, yet people called her a witch, an evil 
incarnate, simply because of the things happening around 
her. It was unfair, and | hated it. 

It was the same as being told that people around me 
were dying because | was a Beastfallen. It was like telling 
Zero that innocent humans were dying in witch hunts 
because of their existence. / know you don’t mean any 
harm, but if only you didn’t exist, things would be better. 

“Sympathy and pity,” Zero said. “You are afraid of 
cornering the people who adore you. You feel that helping to 
drive them to a wall is betraying them.” 

Zero let out an exasperated sigh. | felt terribly pathetic. 

“Rest assured. | will not kill the saint without being 
certain that she must be eliminated. | will not take the 
information | received from the governor at face value 
either.” 

| know that. Zero was simply talking about the 
information she got. She simply stated that Lia could be a 
witch that must be eliminated based on the intel from the 
governor. 

“But whether she is aware of it or not, this country is 
suffering because of her. The number of doctors is dwindling 
and people are dying without receiving treatment. Lives that 
might have endured had the saint not appeared are gone. | 
must make things right. Any blame for lives lost because of 
Magic, even indirectly, lies with me.” Zero lifted her head 
and looked me straight in the eye. “I will kill the saint, if | 
have to. That is my—” 

“Your duty, right? | know! And it’s my job to help you with 
that. If you’re going to kill the saint, I’m going to follow your 
orders.” | let cold, thoughtless words escape my lips. 


Zero’s expression softened. “If this was not part of your 
job, what would you do?” she asked. 

“What?” 

“Would you violate our agreement and protect the saint? 
If it were not for your obligation, if you were to act according 
to your own will, what would you do?” 

My own will. Unable to come up with an answer on the 
spot, | tried to dodge the question. 

“What are you talking about? | have a contract with you, 
and you already paid me in advance. | don’t get the point of 
your question.” 

“You are a mercenary, someone who puts their own best 
interest first, correct? You have double-crossed employers 
and chosen a different one who offered a better deal. Am | 
wrong?” 

“Well, yeah. That’s true.” 

Money-driven mercenaries had no loyalty or any moral 
code. 

The reason | was still working with Zero was because she 
could turn me human. But even if | stopped being her 
bodyguard, she said she would still return to me and fulfill 
her end of the deal. 

As though seeing through me, Zero, wearing a soft 
expression, suddenly reached her hand out. Her fingers 
touched my cheek, moving gently as if she were caressing a 
Cat. 

“| told you before, Mercenary. | will not force you to be by 
my side. If you wish to stop being my bodyguard, then you 
may do so. Still one day | will come to fulfill my end of the 
bargain. We are together right now because it is what we 
want. It is our will. There is no contract here that binds us 
together forever. | find this arrangement pleasant, yet at the 
same time | am afraid of it falling apart.” 

Wasn't that what | said to Theo before? /t’s not that you 
can't, it’s just that you don’t. It applied to me as well. 

As | stood there unable to say anything, Zero chuckled. 


“It is strange. Until a moment ago, jealousy made me 
lose my composure. But now that | know and admit that | 
am jealous, | feel calm once more. | wait with great 
anticipation for you to choose me instead of the saint. It will 
surely be very painful yet very enjoyable.” 

“But didn’t you say before that you would use my name 
to bind me and make me your servant?” 

“If you tell me your name.” 

So in the end, it all comes down to my own choice. What 
exactly do | want? 

“| like the look on your face,” Zero said. “The face of 
someone perplexed and distressed is extremely attractive.” 
“Are you making fun of me? | actually feel quite down 

right now.” 

“Me as well. After all, | was about to be betrayed by the 
first friend | made in my entire life. For the second time, in 
fact. You betrayed me once when Thirteenth tricked you.” 

| couldn’t offer any words of rebuttal. Zero smiled at me 
as | covered my face with the palm of my hand and fell 
silent. 


Interlude: Sin 


She’d been murdered. 

As soon as he received the news, he abandoned all his 
work and left the castle, sending his fastest horse to a 
gallop. He knew hurrying up wouldn’t bring the dead back to 
life, but he couldn’t help it. 

Led by the city guards, he entered an alleyway that had 
been cleared of people, and found the body lying there. 

It was the body of a young girl with bright red hair. Her 
clothes had been ripped apart, and her pale back bore 
darkish red words. 


God, please forgive me. I have defiled the blessed 
saint. | will pay for my sins with my life. 


One only had to look at the rusty nails lying beside the 
corpse to know how these letters were written. 

“From the way the blood flowed, it seems to have been 
written when she was alive,” a man said. “Her mouth 
must’ve been stuffed with wet cloth to stop her from 
screaming. By the time a sailor came to the alley to pick up 
some cargo, it was too late.” 

Her hands and feet were bound with ropes, her face 
swollen. Instead of torn clothes, blood and bluish purple 
bruises covered her entire body. 

But Torres Nada Gadio, the governor of Ideaverna, knew 
at a glance who the body was. He would not mistake her for 
anyone else. 

“Parcell...” 

The precious only daughter of the taciturn gardener who 
always kept the castle’s garden in perfect order. Torres had 


been watching this girl grow up. She always wore a radiant 
smile, dreaming about one day becoming a gardener like 
her father. 

When her father died, they mourned his death together, 
and while he couldn’t replace him, Torres tried his best to be 
a father to Parcell. 

“How could this happen?” 

She was alive just a while ago. 


“Why are you doing this, my lord?!” 


She jumped in front of the carriage back then, criticizing 
Torres head-on, vigor in her eyes. 

That girl full of hope and strength for the future was lying 
in the back alley like a neglected doll. 

“Bring me clothes for her!” Torres shouted. “We can’t let 
the tragic body of a young girl be exposed any longer! 
Hurry!” He took off his own jacket and wrapped it around 
Parcell’s body. 

Her boy was stiff. And terribly cold, as if rejecting Torres. 

“I’m sorry... I’m sorry, Parcell!” 

It’s my fault. It’s all my fault. 

He should have thrown her to jail. When Parcell jumped in 
front of the carriage and accused the saint of being a witch, 
he should have arrested her and sent her to prison. He 
should not have let her go with just a slap to her cheek. At 
the very least, he should have taken her back to the castle 
with him. 

There was no way a powerless girl with no one to protect 
her could criticize the saint so openly and get away with it. 

He underestimated the saint’s power. That witch. 

Both the priest and the saint were definitely in the castle. 
Then it was the citizens of Ideaverna who killed Parcell. 

This wasn’t a punishment for the dead. It was a warning 
to Torres not to criticize the saint. 





Chapter 5: The Holy City of 
Akdios 


“Please come with us to the Holy City,” Lia said. It was 
the morning of our departure from Idea Verna. “I owe you 
two so much, so | want to properly express my gratitude. To 
Theo as well, of course.” 

We were heading to the Holy City to investigate Magic- 
related incidents anyway. Naturally, being around Lia, who 
seemed to be using Magic, would be favorable for us. Her 
request was just what we wanted, so we accepted it without 
hesitation. 

The priest didn’t even bother objecting at this point. 
Instead he let out a deep, bitter sigh. He seemed mature 
enough. | expected nothing less from a priest. 

“Gramps,” Theo said, poking me with his elbow. “Did you 
give her your gift?” 

| lowered my gaze to meet his eye, then shook my head. 

“Wh-What are you doing?! What’s the point of buying it if 
you don’t give it to her?!” 

“| know that. | just didn’t know how to give it, you know.” 

“Just hand it to her normally! You’re such a chicken.” 

| had no idea what he meant by doing it “normally”. It 
was absurd to ask a mercenary, who lived most of their life 
by killing and cursing others, to suddenly give a gift to 
someone as an apology. How was | supposed to know what 
normal meant? 

“Il will miss you, beautiful young lady who captured my 
heart,” Torres said. “I would have loved for you to stay so we 
can talk more about informative matters. If you run into any 


trouble, please feel free to contact Torres Nada Gadio, the 
most famous sailor in Ideaverna, at any time.” 

The governor grasped both of Zero’s hands firmly with his 
rugged hands and pressed his lips onto them. He then 
turned to the saint and gave her a warm smile. Too warm, in 
fact, that it seemed intimidating. 

“Please be careful on the road, Your Eminence,” he said. 
“There are many bandits these days. Perhaps it is an omen 
that portends the country’s downfall. How sad and 
unfortunate. Nonetheless you are under the protection of 
God and the Church. Others might die, but | hope you live 
on. May God bless you.” 

The governor offered his hand for a shake, and Lia 
grasped it sheepishly. My blood froze for a moment, as it 
looked like the governor was about to crush her hand, but 
he just politely planted a kiss on it. 

He seems more aggressive than yesterday... 

“Gentlemen!” the governor shouted in a clear voice. “Her 
Eminence is departing! Give her a grand sendoff!” 

Troops sent a salute towards the carriage all at the same 
time. They looked valiant, like a well-organized military 
squad. 

Cocking her head slightly, Zero tugged at the hem of the 
governor’s clothes. As he bent down at the waist, Zero 
brought her lips close to his ears and whispered something. 
Instantly his eyes widened. He was about to say something, 
but Zero left him behind and boarded the carriage. 

The newly-prepared carriage was so huge that even with 
all of us riding it, there was still enough space left. The 
interior was also luxurious. Theo began to frolic in the soft 
cushions as soon as he got into the carriage. The saint and 
her attendant laughed, watching him, while the priest 
stayed still in one corner like a shadow. 

| sat down in the corner of the carriage—on the opposite 
side of the priest—and Zero slid between my legs like it was 
the most natural thing to do. 


“There is plenty of space available, Master.” 

“The carriage rocks. Support me.” 

We would be traveling through a paved road. A luxury 
Carriage with perfectly-functioning shock absorbers would 
hardly sway, so there was really no need to support her. 

“Support me,” Zero repeated as if to remind me that | 
was her bodyguard. She seemed to imply that since | looked 
after Lia on the way, it was her turn this time as my 
employer. 

“Yeah, yeah. As you command.” 

As | obediently held Zero’s body, she flashed a satisfied 
smile and leaned back into my chest. 

“What did you tell the governor just now?” | asked. 

“He seemed depressed, so | told him it was not his fault.” 

“Depressed?” 

“It is extremely personal. | can not tell you about it right 
now.” 

| was surprised they’d gotten so close to have a very 
personal conversation with the guy. | could understand not 
divulging extremely personal matters, but what did she 
mean by “right now”? Was she going to tell me in the 
future? Tilting my head, | waited for more words to come 
from Zero, but she quietly closed her eyes and mouth, as if 
to say that there was no need to speak further. 

According to the driver, the journey from the Ideaverna to 
the Holy City of Akdios would take seven days on foot or 
four days by carriage. Built for comfortable journeys, the 
huge carriage moved slowly. 

If you drew a straight line, the two cities were not that far 
apart, but there were forests and valleys in between, 
leaving us with no choice but to take a longer route through 
the paved road. 

Normally we would be staying at inns found along the 
way, but we needed to camp out during the first night, and | 
was on lookout duty. 

| can still smell the sea. 


“What do | want to do?” | repeated Zero’s question from 
last night. 

| didn’t want to betray Zero. If people were dying because 
of Lia, then she must be eliminated. But | didn’t want to kill 
her either. 

| thought that | had become desensitized to the death of 
others a long time ago, but apparently that only applied to 
strangers. 

What if Zero decided that Lia must be killed and | had to 
do it? Could | even kill her simply because Zero ordered me 
to do so? If | couldn’t, would | become Zero’s enemy? 

“This is all too complicated for me.” 

“What is complicated exactly?” 

| nearly screamed out loud into the silent forest. Quickly, | 
covered my mouth. The priest approached me from behind 
without a sound, without a hint of his presence. He was 
close enough to cut my head off if he reached out his hand. 
It was already nighttime, and there was no light around. 

The priest took off his eye patch. His eyes were clearly 
directed at my neck. 

“Had you screamed and disturbed Her Eminence’s sound 
Sleep, | would have cut your head off on the spot. Thank 
your lucky stars you're alive.” 

Is this dude really a priest? 

He felt more like the devil’s right-hand man than a 
messenger of God. He might just die if | poured holy water 
on him. | wasn’t gonna try it, of course. What if he actually 
died? I’d rather not risk it. 

| clicked my tongue and exhaled. “You can blame yourself 
for that,” | said. “You’re the one who snuck up on me 
without a sound. You’re too quiet even Beastfallen can’t 
sense you. The sound of your footsteps is a way of telling 
someone you're approaching them. Make sure you make a 
sound next time.” 

“| have one question for you,” the priest said pointedly. 
“What are you up to?” He pressed the end of his staff 


against my neck. 

He doesn’t even give a damn. 

“What do you mean? You guys asked me to be your 
guard. Then Her Eminence invited us to the Holy City, so 
here | am, traveling with you.” 

“So you didn’t curry favor with her to gain the invitation. 
Did you really think | would fall for that?” 

His eyes were filled with hatred. If looks could kill, I’d be 
dead right now. He seemed completely convinced that | was 
out to hurt Lia. He probably even thought | would ravish her 
and devour her. 

The mere prejudice against Beastfallen could not give 
birth to such intense abhorrence. Someone close to him was 
most likely killed by a Beastfallen. And in the worst possible 
way, at that. 

“Do not think for a single moment that simply because 
Her Eminence allowed you to accompany us to the Holy City 
that | would let my guard down. Inviting a Beastfallen to the 
Holy City... Her benevolence knows no bounds.” 

“Oh, give me a break. Sure, it’s normal for God’s devout 
servants to hate us Beastfallen, but clearly your hatred 
towards me is personal. Did a Beastfallen kill your family or 
something? Or did they eat your lover? Either way, | didn’t 
do any of that.” 

“I’m the one asking questions here. Did someone hire you 
to get dirt on Her Eminence? Did you think that if you 
obtained proof that she was a witch, she would be at your 
mercy?” 

Taking control of the saint was the same thing as taking 
control of the healthcare of the entire Republic of Cleon. 
There were those who thought that Lia was actually a witch, 
and it would be more convenient to have a hold of her 
secret. After all, having dirt on her was easier and quicker 
than sucking up to her. 

Quite diligent, are we? He even protected Lia from such 
tactics. Unfortunately his suspicions were entirely 


misplaced. 

“How can I, a conspicuous Beastfallen, take a job that 
involves snooping around? I’m a mercenary who’s currently 
serving Zero. | don’t have any will of my own, and only do 
as Zero wishes. Like you said before, I’m just following 
humans’ orders like an animal.” 

Saying it myself pissed me off that | practically spat out 
the last part. 

“What exactly are you doing?” | asked. “I only arrived in 
Cleon recently, but | can tell that the saint is suspected of 
being a witch. | thought the adjudicators from Dea Ignis 
killed anyone suspicious. Aren’t you neglecting your duty, 
then?” 

“Suspicions on Her Eminence? How ridiculous,” he spat 
out. “Whether she is a saint or a witch is for me to decide. 
What | need is not gossip or the suggestions of scheming 
persons of power. | make my own judgment based on God’s 
teachings and my beliefs. Animals like you who delegate 
responsibility to others and let them decide your own 
actions cannot possibly understand.” 

“| see... Beliefs, huh?” | sneered. 

Belief. Responsibility. Judgment. None of these things 
were relevant to me. | couldn’t help but be extremely pissed 
as he uttered the words firmly. 

“But as | recall, didn’t you mistakenly kill a saint? The 
woman you determined to be a witch based on your beliefs 
was actually a saint, right? Oh, wait. My bad. | guess it was 
the Church that got it wrong. | heard the Church claimed she 
was a Saint, when in fact she was a witch. But then that 
would make your precious God, the Church, and your beliefs 
just a bunch of bullsh—” 

“My eyes...” 

| shivered. The staff he pressed against me didn’t have its 
blade out, yet | could feel its icy touch. 

“My eyes were made to see through Sorcery disguised as 
miracles. To see through evil that masquerades itself as 


good. Instead of seeing the world in the light of day, they 
can see the truth hidden in the darkness. Exterior beauty, 
fake smiles, and smooth talk mean nothing to me. If | 
judged you to be dangerous to Her Eminence, | will cut off 
that foul head of yours, even before her eyes.” 

The priest lowered his staff. So he’s not gonna kill me 
right now. 

“| warned you. Your best course of action is to decline Her 
Eminence’s favor and leave tonight.” 

He then turned around and disappeared without a sound. 
Once he was completely out of sight, | could finally breathe 
properly. 

“Damn it. This is getting tricky.” 

Lia and the one who taught her Magic. The woman who 
called her a witch. The mark of the goat, which also 
happened to be the saint’s crest. The governor’s accusing 
behavior. Was Lia a witch to be eliminated or not. If she was, 
what would | do? 

We had to solve all these issues while under the priest’s 
venomous eyes. 

It bothered me, however, that the priest didn’t just kill me 
despite his desire to get rid of me. He hated me, but he 
wouldn’t kill me for that reason alone. He was still a priest 
who followed God’s teachings. As an adjudicator from Dea 
Ignis, he killed witches, but was forbidden to commit murder 
out of personal feelings. 

Put another way, he couldn’t find a legitimate reason to 
get rid of me. In that case, he could simply let me escort 
them to the Holy City and then send me away once the job 
was done. Use me like an animal, as he would put it. It felt 
like he was trying too hard to eliminate me. Why was that? 

“He doesn’t want me in the Holy City?” 

Was there something there he didn’t want anyone to see? 
Like proof that Lia was indeed a witch. Perhaps he already 
had the proof, but for some reason, he was trying to hide it. 

“l guess that’s too far-fetched.” 


Keeping my dejection in check, | stroked the back of my 
neck. | immediately froze. 

“You're kidding... How?” 

My fingers were sticky and warm. Upon checking, it was 
red—no doubt my blood. Considering that | didn’t notice any 
pain, | must have been cut with a very sharp object. 

But when and by whom? | didn’t even need to think about 
it. There was only one person who could’ve done it: the 
priest. The first time | engaged him in combat, a blade that | 
should have blocked cut me on the neck. 

But the priest didn’t even bring out his scythe’s blade this 
time. 


| Knew what he wanted to say: “Why are you still here 
after | warned you? Do you want me to cut off your head 
right now?” The priest’s gaze bore into me from behind his 
eye patch. 

| spent the rest of the days looking out of the carriage. 
Theo quickly got bored by the same scenery and was now 
sitting on the roof of the carriage, waiting for us to arrive in 
Akdios. 

All of a sudden, the boy banged on the roof. 

“| can see it! The Holy City of Akdios!” 

The scene outside the window was still the same boring, 
serene forest. Zero leaned out of the window. | had to 
quickly grab the hem of her cloak so she wouldn't fall. She 
squinted in the direction Theo was pointing. 

“Oh!” she exclaimed. 

The Holy City of Akdios. 

The moment the carriage crested the hill, | was greeted 
by scenery so unreal. The first thing | saw was the strangely- 
Shaped cliff deeply gouged to the inside of the land. The 
force of the water must have scraped away the land to 
create the shape over the years. Surrounded by the cliffs, a 
huge lake spread out, its edge far off in the distance. | could 


vaguely make out the cliffs on the opposite bank through 
the mist. 

An island floated in the middle of the lake. A single 
suspension bridge extended straight to it. 

“It looks like a round vase with water inside, doesn’t it?” 
Lia said. “It’s high tide right now, so the water level is high, 
but when the tide recedes into the sea, the water level also 
goes down. They say the lake is connected to the sea.” 

The perfectly calm water surface mirrored the deep blue 
of the sky, and the scales of the fish swimming in the lake 
glistened in the sunlight. It was so bright that it was hard to 
look at the surface directly. 

| heard that Akdios was a small island on a huge lake, but 
its sheer vastness beggared the imagination. It took a while 
before my jaw returned to normal. 

Even Zero’s usually sleepy and dull eyes were sparkling. 

“Marvelous. It is my first time seeing something like this.” 
Zero’s cheeks were flushed. 

“Isn't it beautiful?” Lia said proudly. “I love Akdios.” 

Zero nodded eagerly, to my surprise. 

“| like it as well. | have come to like it. It is beautiful. Do 
you not think so too, Mercenary?” 

“I! do. Surprised me, that’s for sure.” 

“It is lovely. | want—” 

“Stop. Please. Not another word.” 

Things tend to get out of hand when you want something. 
| could easily imagine a horrific witch conquering the Holy 
City and turning it into a gruesome hellscape in one night. 

Even if Zero didn’t do it, her overprotective brother 
Thirteenth might. He was the perfect example of an evil 
sorcerer, throwing a whole country into war simply because 
Zero said she wanted to see the sky. His familial love had no 
bounds. 

“| hope you haven't forgotten that your brother has a 
criminal record,” | said. “Listen! From now on until eternity, 
you can’t wish for something without thinking about it!” 


“You are too strict! | cannot even genuinely wish for 
something? Do you not feel sorry for me?!” 

First things first: please don’t say you want a city. It’s 
crazy to begin with. | didn’t want to see her brother’s 
gloomy face ever again. Like hell | would be at his mercy 
ever again. 

| glared at Zero, and she pouted. 

“If the water level drops when the tide recedes, does that 
mean the island is actually bigger?” | asked. 

“Yes. At high tide, more than half of the island is 
submerged. The only habitable place for people is the top 
part of the island, which you can see now.” 

The lake was indeed tremendously large, and the island 
quite big as well, but the city seemed smaller than | 
imagined, probably because there was not much land for 
humans to inhabit. The tax revenue it generated was 
probably insignificant. Still it felt like an appropriate land to 
offer to the saint to get close to her. 

“To get to the island, we have to cross the only 
suspension bridge that runs from the cliffs. It’s narrow, so 
we can’t go by carriage. We’ll have to walk.” 

“Isn't that rather inconvenient?” 

“I'm fine with it, but it’s a little difficult for those who are 
injured or sick. We employ people to carry them, though.” 

“That’s very thoughtful of you.” 

| was genuinely praising her, but Lia puffed out her 
cheeks and hit me lightly. Then Zero followed it up with a 
powerful punch to my solar plexus. 

“What was that for?! That actually hurts!” 

“| thought you liked getting hit. Apparently | was wrong.” 

How’d you even get that assumption? If you’re going to 
imitate Lia, then be more gentle. 

“A-Are you Okay?” Lia asked. 

“I’m fine! Stay back. Your kindness only brings me 
misfortune right now.” 


| could feel the priest’s intense glare. Unable to 
comprehend the situation, Lia’s eyes teared up. She thought 
| just sourned her for no reason. 

“Wow. A catfight! I’ve never seen one before!” Theo was 
peeking out the window, upside down. 

“No, it’s not! Stop laughing, Theo, and get down here!” 

The boy quickly pulled his head back. 

I'll tear that kid to pieces! 

While we were yelling at each other back and forth, the 
Carriage stopped in front of the suspension bridge. 

Upon closer look, the bridge was much steeper than | 
thought it would be. Since the suspension bridge was going 
from the cliff to the island, it made sense that it sloped 
downwards, but the bridge looked so fragile that it took 
courage to take the first step. 

On top of that, there were a lot of damaged wooden 
panels. They could easily fall off if | put my weight on them. 
Lia looked embarrassed when she saw my face stiffen. 

“We were thinking of doing repairs soon,” she said. 
“Some panels broke when a slightly overweight person 
came through before. It happened right before they crossed 
over, so they were fine. Oh, but when | talked about the 
repairs the other day, we quickly found people who were 
willing to help!” 

“Of course,” | replied. “There are many people who'd 
want the saint to owe them.” 

“There you go again! Why are you so mean?” 

| wondered that myself. Probably because of my poor 
upbringing. 

“Does the priest not require someone to carry him?” Zero 
asked. “He cannot see in the daytime. It is dangerous.” 

The priest quickly shook his head. “I can tell which panels 
are rotting with my staff. | am trained as well, so I'll b—” 

“That’s what I’ve been saying!” Lia cut the priest off. “| 
always tell Father to use a carrier, but he never listens, 
saying he’ll be fine. He says something about being an 


adjudicator of Dea Ignis. But it doesn’t matter if he’s an 
adjudicator or not. It’s still dangerous.” 

“| cannot agree more. Arrogance can lead to fatal 
blunders. If a danger can be eliminated, the right choice is 
take it seriously and eliminate it beforehand. Am | wrong, 
priest?” 

“Uh, you’re right, but...” 

“Most of all, if you fall, the saint will panic. With unstable 
footing, what do you think would happen to this severely 
uncoordinated woman then? She will fall for certain.” 

No one denied it. The priest could accidentally step 
through a panel and still make it out safe, but Lia would be 
in danger. | had learned that much about her from our 
journey so far. 

“If that happens, there will be trouble on our hands, and | 
despise trouble. Therefore, Mercenary.” 

“What?” Why me? Oh, shit. | have a bad feeling about 
this. 

“You carry the priest.” 

Before | could even refuse, the priest shouted, “No, thank 
you!” 

Seeing the goosebumps all over his body, he must really 
hate the idea. Okay. | changed my mind. | lifted the priest’s 
slender body. 

“Nooo! Put me down! Put me down, you animal! | can 
walk on my own!” 

“Stop struggling, 0’ handsome priest beloved by God. If 
you swing your blade here, you'll cut the rope and Her 
Eminence will be going to heaven.” 

“Why, you... embodiment of corruption!” 

Man, this feels awesome. 

As we crossed the long suspension bridge, | listened to 
the priest’s stream of insults, which were like music to my 
ears. 

There was a stone scaffolding at the end of the bridge, 
built much higher than the ground, perhaps to make the 


Slope as gentle as possible. There must have been more 
than twenty steps to descend from the scaffolding. 

A pair of statues of the guardian gods stood between the 
steps. According to the Church, there were seven guardian 
deities that protected God. That’s why seven was regarded 
as a Sacred number. The number six was considered 
incomplete and the Church avoided it. 

| wasn’t familiar with the Church’s teachings, but | knew 
what the guardian deities here stood for. 

The statue to my right held a sword, while the one to my 
left held a shield. The guardian deities of offense and 
defense during wartime, they were popular on the 
battlefield. Soldiers always offered prayers to places of 
worship that housed them. 

It was quite strange finding them on the entrance to the 
Holy City. 

“Well this is a rather grave welcome,” | muttered, looking 
up at the statues. “It’s like I’m being threatened.” 

“That is, in fact, their purpose,” the usually-silent 
attendant said. “They were given by the Church before 
Akdios became the Holy City. Akdios was originally built by a 
king to protect himself from invading enemies.” 

“| see. So these statues glared at invading soldiers, eh?” 

The priest was desperate to get off of me, so | tossed him 
aside. | practically dropped him, but he didn’t roll hopelessly 
on the ground. Instead he landed gracefully. He had pretty 
good reflexes. 

“There’s a church here in Akdios,” the priest added, 
brushing his body with his hand. “You can see the spire from 
here, can’t you?” 

| directed my gaze towards the town and saw the spire of 
an old church. Built near the suspension bridge, it towered 
menacingly behind the statues. 

“So even a small city like this has a church,” Zero said in 
admiration, squinting at the spire. 


| narrowed my eyes and nodded. “There doesn’t seem to 
be any other towns around here. It’ll be difficult for the 
followers if there wasn’t one nearby.” 

Church bells told time. People of the Church were very 
particular about time. They were eager to know the exact 
time by any means possible: sundials, hourglasses, water 
clocks, among others. 

They rang the bell at certain times of the day to let the 
people know what time it was. Personally | didn’t think it 
was necessary, since you could still live your life even 
without knowing the time. But for people in high places, 
knowing the time was important. 

“To receive protection from the Church, the king built a 
church in Akdios,” the priest continued. “The church itself is 
magnificent, but due to the small population, deployment of 
clergymen had ceased, and now the building is practically 
desolate. It’s unfortunate. Headquarters should cherish 
followers in the far-off regions more. Population or distance 
from the capital is not enough reason to stop sending 
people.” 

Half of his commentary were complaints. Apparently even 
priests had grievances about the Church. 

“But once an adjudicator from Dea Ignis officially 
pronounces that the saint’s healing is a miracle, life will 
return to church.” The attendant smiled. 

“You're right,” the priest said. 

The attendant’s expression suddenly clouded over. “But 
you're leaving the Holy City after you finish your work, 
aren't you?” 

The priest nodded somewhat apologetically. His job was 
to decide whether Lia was a saint or a witch; he was only 
guarding her on the side. Once his job was done, he would 
probably leave. 

The attendant let out a sigh of disappointment. “We'll 
have to find a reliable escort to protect Her Eminence after 


you're gone. It won’t be easy finding someone more 
dependable than you.” 

Right before we made it to the bottom of the stairs, | 
turned to look at the pair of statues glowering straight at 
the suspension bridge. | could see the cuts around their 
waists. The upper and lower halves must’ve been created 
separately then assembled together. 

A city built so a lone king could defend himself, huh? This 
is why | don’t like powerful people. 

“What is the matter, Mercenary?” Zero stopped and 
called out to me. 

“It’s nothing,” | replied, then followed the group. 

As we entered the city, residents rejoicing at the return of 
the saint crowded the streets, making it difficult to walk. 
Every few steps, they begged Lia to heal their illnesses and 
injuries. It was getting out of hand as Lia tried to answer all 
their requests. 

The priest and attendant rebuked Lia, while the guards 
kept the residents away from her. It seemed like an 
established routine. 

The guards were actually waiting for Lia at the bottom of 
the stairs, and even now a few of them were positioned 
around her. They prepared a carriage, but Lia said she 
wanted to walk. She probably just wished to come in contact 
with the people. The guards, however, would’ve found it 
extremely inconvenient. 

Security’s too tight. Is Lia’s life in danger even here in the 
Holy City? 

“Your Eminence! | have come from a neighboring country. 
Please help my daughter.” 

“Wait, please! Heal my brother!” 

“No, no, no! Her Eminence is exhausted. Wait for the 
gates to open tomorrow.” 

No, that’s not it. They were not protecting her from 
threats to her life, but from the unreasonable people 
clinging to her miracles. 


After all, it was a matter of life and death. If they didn’t 
receive treatment now, they might be dead tomorrow. The 
only people who wouldn’t be desperate in such situations 
would be the half-dead who had already given up on life. 

“Too many rich people in this place,” Theo muttered. 

| surveyed the streets once more. The people crowding 
around Lia ranged from the ragged poor people to rich 
merchants. But the residents of this city indeed looked like 
the wealthy kind. 

“They'd gladly throw away their riches if it meant they 
could live in a city with a saint.” 

Something was wrong, though. | wrinkled my nose. There 
was an unusual smell mixed in the air of this otherwise 
refined cityscape—the smell of death. 

“| changed my mind,” Zero mumbled quietly. “It does not 
seem to be as beautiful a city as | thought.” 


| was expecting the priest to say something like, “Letting 
a Beastfallen stay in Her Eminence’s residence is 
outrageous,” but he readily agreed to it. He said he could 
keep an eye on me easier this way, which made me want to 
refuse instead. But | couldn’t possibly reject the head of this 
city’s offer. 

“You can rest in your room until supper. If you want to 
look around the town, you can go out. I’ve informed the 
gatekeeper that you’re guests. There’s also a bath in your 
rooms, SO you can wash away the exhaustion from the long 
journey.” 

Lia left us in a good mood, perhaps because the priest 
didn’t object to her wishes this time. Naturally, Zero and | 
were given separate rooms—though hers was just across 
the hallway—while Theo disappeared somewhere with the 
lady attendant. 

Apparently, they were going to introduce Theo to the 
butler and officially hire him as a houseboy. It was a huge 
promotion from doing odd jobs for a bandit group. This 


would also mark the end of my escorting Theo to the Holy 
City. 

“| really don’t know how to feel about this.” 

As | entered the guest room, | felt so entirely out of place 
that my head started to hurt. Embroidered silk couch. 
Shaggy rug. Countless candles illuminating the room. A 
canopied bed. To be honest, | felt like a stone that had been 
mistakenly thrown into a jewelry box. 

All of the furnishings on display looked expensive. The 
thought of accidentally scratching them with my nails made 
me restless. 

“| prefer the stables...” 

Unfortunately, | couldn’t say, “Show me to the stables 
and I’ll sleep there.” Lia might cry, and then the priest 
would get mad. 

| unpacked my luggage, removed my tight gear and put 
them all together in a corner of the room. There wasn’t a 
place for me, however. What am | supposed to do? Sullying 
the silk couch and the pure white bed sheets with my dirty 
body was out of the question. 

It was almost as if | was being forced to take a bath. | 
didn’t mind taking a hot bath, but it was a pain to dry my 
body. | could ask Zero to dry me off with a spell, but going to 
her room with my body wet didn’t sound right. Telling her 
beforehand that | was taking a bath and asking her to dry 
my body after | was done seemed improper as well. 

As | trudged toward the bathroom, the dazzling marble 
tub—already filled with water—made me feel dizzy. It was 
almost as if they were expecting their guests to take a bath 
right away. 

Where do these people get their water from? There was 
only seawater around, with no river in sight. / guess they 
dug a well. The king sure built a city in a strange place. It 
was supposed to protect him from enemy soldiers, but he 
was basically holing himself up. He would’ve eventually ran 
out of resources. 


| soaked myself in the steamy bathtub. In an instant, the 
water that was once clear became completely black. Yeah, 
fur tends to suck in dirt. 

It wasn’t every day that | got the chance to submerge my 
entire body in warm water. | could only do it whenever | 
happened upon hot springs with the right temperature, so | 
was genuinely grateful for this luxury. 

| breathed out a long sigh and closed my eyes. Looks like 
| was pretty tense there. Once | started feeling relaxed, | 
became sleepy. | was just about to doze off when | heard the 
sound of a door opening. | opened my eyes slightly and 
listened carefully to the direction of the sound. It sounded 
close. 

“There you are, Mercenary!” 

Zero threw the door open and stepped into the bathroom. 
Her sudden intrusion caught me off guard, and | let outa 
scream, all the hair on my body standing on end. 

“| knew you were taking a bath,” Zero said. “I have 
already finished, while you are taking quite a long time.” 

“How can you just stand there and talk like it’s nothing?! 
Apologize for your rudeness and get the hell out of here!” 

“Rudeness? This is not the first time | have seen you 
taking a bath. Why are you angry now?” 

“| was washing up outside back then...” 

“Where you do it does not matter. You are doing the same 
thing. | can wash your back if you wish.” 

“Fine, fine. My bad. So what do you want?” 

| gave up. She made a good point. She had already seen 
me taking a bath before. Even without clothes, Beastfallen 
didn’t feel that embarrassed naked since we had fur. 

“| was thinking of taking a look around town.” 

“Really?” 

“Yes. | have my own business to attend to.” 

She was probably planning to ask people around some 
questions to help her determine what kind of Magic Lia was 


using, who taught her, and whether she was a witch to be 
eliminated. 

“There. | have informed you about it.” Zero turned 
around. 

Dumbfounded for a moment, | hurriedly called out to her. 
“Wait! You came here just to say that? Why?” 

“Though it is possible that you take the saint’s side, | am 
still your employer at the moment. You always reprimanded 
me, telling me that | should inform you where | was and 
what | was doing. So | came here to do just that.” 

“I-l see...” 

“However, | also feel a little uneasy about giving too 
much information to someone who might change sides and 
become my enemy in the future. Therefore, | will not ask 
you to follow me.” 

“Ch-Change sides? You're being overly dramatic. | just 
think Lia can’t be a bad person.” 

“So you do not want her to be annihilated, correct? But | 
believe, although temporarily, that she should be destroyed. 
We are in disagreement on this point, and you could turn 
into a knight protecting the saint at any moment. You will 
deem me evil for trying to kill her, a virtuous saint. It sounds 
like your typical epic story.” 

| couldn’t say anything back. Indeed, I’d heard plenty of 
stories about a servant serving an evil witch switching sides 
once touched by the saint’s pure heart. 

“| can understand your uncertainty. Though | wonder how 
a Beastfallen like you, who is feared by people, could gather 
information on your own? If you want to get the information 
you need to decide whether or not you should protect the 
saint, | suppose you will require my help then. But that is 
none of my business. That is all. See you later.” Casting a 
sidelong glance at me, Zero strutted out of the bathroom. 

| jumped out of the tub. “Hey, wait! If you know I'll need 
your help, then don’t leave me behind! I’m coming with you! 
Is this your way of getting back at me for what happened in 


Ideaverna? If you wanna leave me here anyway, at least dry 
me off first!” 

| ended up leaving the saint’s residence with Zero. 

When | jumped out of the bathroom, Zero was waiting for 
me, looking incredibly amused, and | finally realized that 
she was poking fun at me. 

“It is hard for me to abandon you when you are chasing 
after me like such a pitiful, wet cat. If you really want to, 
then | will allow you to accompany me.” 

Her arrogant attitude pissed me off a little, but 
considering my ingratitude towards her, | let it slide. Zero 
hired me as her bodyguard, yet | was supporting the saint. 

As a mercenary, severing ties from Zero and then 
working for Lia would be the correct move. The saint’s 
attendant mentioned finding a reliable bodyguard once the 
priest’s job was done. If | stepped forward, they might easily 
hire me. It was less dangerous than the dodgy job of 
guarding a witch, and it wasn’t a bad idea to live my life as 
the guard of a saint loved by the people. 

But if | became Lia’s bodyguard, Zero would become my 
enemy, And if the latter tried to kill the saint, | would have 
to fight her. Zero would, no doubt, kill me then. She had a 
ruthless side to her, after all. 

| glanced down at Zero. She was walking next to me, 
munching on the grilled fish she bought from a food stall. 

“Hmm? What is it? Do you want some?” 

Noticing my gaze, Zero took a break from eating and 
looked at me. She glanced back and forth between me and 
the fish, then frowned. 

“Very well,” she said. “Just one bite.” She reluctantly 
offered me the fish. 

Feeling somewhat mischievous, | devoured the whole fish 
in one bite. Zero screamed in despair when she saw the 
Skewer with only the tip of the tail left on it. Such a trivial 
thing was enough to satisfy me. Man, I’m so petty. 


“I-| shared it with you out of the goodness of my heart! 
This is the second time, you greedy brute! Do you intend to 
devour my everything?!” 

“Can you not yell out scandalous things in public?! | 
might get reported!” 

“My fish... My white and soft grilled fish...” 

“You can just buy another one. Why are you making such 
a big deal out of a fish?” 

“It was good fish! If | buy another one, it will still be 
different! You do not understand that. Each one has a 
unique flavor. Oh, my beloved fish... | am mortified!” 

| ignored her and surveyed the townscape instead. 
Everywhere | looked, | saw goat crests. There were many 
sick people, but everyone seemed happy and at ease, 
probably because they believed that if they stayed in this 
town, they would be cured of their illness one day. | could 
see many clinics where people waited to get treated by the 
saint. The city looked peaceful at first glance. 

| strained my ears and heard conversations from people 
around. 

“Her Eminence cured me of my illness. | have been 
suffering from a chest problem for a long while. | was told | 
didn’t have long to live.” 

“I couldn’t move my fingers after an injury a long time 
ago. Now that it’s healed, | can go back to work.” 

“Ah, how blessed we are. Doctors are useless. Cleon will 
be at peace with Her Eminence around.” 

Before we arrived in the Holy City, | heard plenty of 
people calling Lia a witch, though. 

“Of course you would not hear anyone talking ill of the 
saint here in the Holy City,” Zero said as if reading my mind. 
She nibbled regretfully on the remaining fish tail. “As long as 
human principles and way of thinking remain diverse, there 
can be no such thing as a perfect unanimity. Some will call 
kindness a weakness, and strength as arrogance. The least 


they can do is to gather only those who consider the saint to 
be perfect.” 

“And that’s what this city is?” 

“It seems to me that extremely biased people gather 
here. Everyone seeks the saint’s healing hand. They rely on 
her.” 

Fearing they would get forsaken by the saint and left to 
die, the residents glorified her. In fact, no matter who we 
asked, the only response we got was,”Her Eminence is a 
wonderful person,” as if they were trained to recite the line. 

Beloved rulers did exist, with the governor of Ideaverna 
being a prime example. Although he had many faults, he 
was competent and cared about his people. 

“He has some flaws, but he’s a good person. Could be 
better if he got that womanizing side of him under control,” 
a subject would say while laughing. 

Blind admiration was a typical characteristic of a reign 
ruled by terror. This city was distorted, no doubt, and 
whether Lia was aware of it or not, she was the cause of the 
distortion. This distortion would probably spread to the 
entire Republic of Cleon someday. 

Suddenly, | remembered the woman back in Ideaverna 
who called Lia a witch. The distortion was already beginning 
to spread. 

We passed through the main street and entered a back 
alley. Unlike the houses facing the main street, the houses 
here were small and looked economical—most likely houses 
of servants that worked for the rich people living on the 
main street. 

The city was small to begin with; we’d seen almost 
everything there was to see. After going around, we made it 
back to the vicinity of the saint’s residence. Then, | saw a 
man in tattered clothes walking briskly out of the mansion, 
carefully carrying a heavy bag. 

“What's with that guy? Doesn’t look like a servant.” 

“A disciple of sacrifice and devotion.” 


Hearing a child’s footsteps and a familiar voice, | turned 
around. My eyes opened wide. 

“Theo! What’s with the getup?!” 

The bandits’ ragged errand boy had dramatically 
transformed into a servant of a noble wearing neat clothes. 
The change was so drastic that for a moment | couldn’t 
recognize him. 

Theo shrugged and looked away, feeling uncomfortable. 
“I’m on my way back from an errand. | was told that if | had 
to go out as the saint’s errand boy, | needed to dress myself 
appropriately. They threw me into a bath and scrubbed me 
down. It was awful. They even cut my hair.” 

Theo’s shoulder-length hair was now neatly trimmed. As 
he pinched his hair and lifted it, | noticed a new bandage on 
his hand. 
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“An injury?” | asked. 

“Just a little burn,” he replied, frowning. It didn’t look like 
it hurt that much. “Her Eminence said we're having a big 
feast tonight. We’re busy making preparations. I’m helping 
out already.” 

“You look good,” Zero said. “I hardly recognized you.” 

“Yeah? People are so nice to me when | wear these 
clothes. | can walk up to any fancy store without getting 
chased away. It feels weird. Only my clothes changed. I’m 
still the same me.” 

“What was that about a disciple of sacrifice and 
devotion?” Zero asked. 

“Hmm...” Theo’s gaze wandered about. “You receive the 
brand of a goat, a mark that says you’re willing to take on 
some of the pain and suffering of the sick and injured. Once 
you have the brand, you receive money. Also there’s a 
sanitarium for those with the mark. You don’t get healed 
there, but you'll have a roof over your head and food to 
eat.” 

“Ah, that’s pretty common,” | said. 

Sometimes devout believers hurt their body to prove 
their faith. By doing so, they gained the trust of the Church 
and received some kind of aid. In this case, it would be 
money, a roof over their heads, and food, in return for 
promoting the saint’s magnificence. From what Theo said, 
the sanitarium was more like a poorhouse. 

“| heard that people who come to the Holy City but can’t 
wait for their turn to be treated and are broke, choose to be 
branded to enter the sanitarium, or use the money to find a 
doctor,” Theo added. “That’s how my mom looked for a 
doctor, too.” 

“| see... A contingency plan in case they can’t receive 
treatment here.” | nodded in admiration. When | looked at 
Zero, | was startled by the grim look on her face. “What’s 
wrong?” 

“There is something bothering me.” 


“What's that?” 

Zero shook her head. “I am not certain. | do not want to 
impair your judgment by giving you information that is not 
certain. Besides, there are some things you are better off 
not knowing if we are going our separate ways.” 

| went silent. It felt like she just put up a wall between us. 


However, | also feel a little uneasy about giving too 
much information to someone who might change 
sides and become my enemy in the future. 


She might have been half-joking, but it was also a fact. 

Theo’s gaze darted between me and Zero. He then 
crossed his arms and glared at me. 

“You haven't made up yet?” the boy asked. “Going 
separate ways means you’re breaking up, right? You’re so 
hopeless! Just apologize already! I’m sure it’s your fault, 
Gramps.” 

“It’s not that simple, you know.” 

Zero’s expression softened, and she stroked Theo’s hair. 
“Indeed. This is a matter of choice and decision, Theo. 
Mercenary is now standing at a crossroads, wondering which 
way to go.” 

“So he’s cheating on you with Her Eminence? That’s just 
horrible!” 

“Not at all. | would be happy if he chose me after 
considering a myriad of choices, instead of choosing me 
because he had no other choice.” Zero chuckled. 

Theo looked like he couldn’t quite understand what she 
was Saying. 

“lam suffering, but | am also enjoying myself. | pray that 
Mercenary would choose me. | cannot force him, of course.” 

“So you say, but | can feel the pressure coming from 
you,” | chimed in. 

“Of course. Choosing one thing means you abandon 
another. Choices are not easy to make, Mercenary. But it is 


much more painful when you do not choose, and the worst 
happens. You will be filled with regret, thinking, ‘If only | did 
something, perhaps the outcome might have been 
different.” Zero looked at me with serious eyes. “I do not 
want you to become like me.” 

The book of Magic that she wrote, the Grimoire of Zero, 
caused much chaos. Zero regretted entrusting the search 
for the stolen grimoire to Thirteenth. She should have 
searched for it herself. She should have been suspicious of 
Thirteenth. She should not have trusted him. Above all, Zero 
regretted not burning the grimoire. 

Unwilling to throw away the craft she produced, she 
dreamed of a bright future, but then tragedy struck. A 
tragedy so devastating that she couldn’t just say it was 
unavoidable, that it wasn’t her fault. 

Some things must be abandoned to avoid tragedy, no 
matter the pain and regret. Zero knew that all too well. 

It was almost supper when we made it back to the saint’s 
residence. Naturally, the waiters turned pale when they saw 
a Beastfallen sitting at the dining table, but they couldn’t 
defy Lia when she happily introduced me as someone she 
owed her life to. 

To be honest, | felt extremely uncomfortable. | couldn’t 
blame normal humans for being afraid of me. If anything, 
telling them to not be scared was unreasnoable and torture. 

| appreciated the meat dishes that were rarely served in 
Akdios, but | couldn’t even get a good taste of the food, and 
ended up retiring to my room early. 

It wasn’t just the atmosphere of the dinner that made me 
lose my appetite. It was also the stench of death. 

| could only smell the faintest trace of it during daytime, 
but at night, the stench suddenly became stronger. The 
putrid smell mixed in with the smell of the sea from the lake 
was too much for my lungs. 

“Damn it. Where’s this stench coming from?!” 


Unable to bear the smell, | covered my nose with my 
cloak and left the room. Even if | found the source of the 
smell, | might not be able to do something about it. If it 
came from a gravesite, digging all the corpses up and 
setting them on fire would be impossible. 

But identifying the source would give me some peace of 
mind. The smell of death could make people feel uneasy. 
Those who didn’t recognize the smell would probably just 
wonder if something was rotting somewhere. But it was 
tough for someone like me who knew exactly what it was. 

Anyway, let’s find out where the stench is coming from. 
I'll do something about it as well, if possible. Bury it, burn it, 
or throw it into the water. 

“Oh, where are you headed?” 

As | turned the corner, | bumped into the saint’s 
attendant. She must’ve grown accustomed to my presence 
as she didn’t look scared of me anymore. 

“Her Eminence wishes to speak with you,” she said. “You 
seemed unwell during dinner. She’s worried if she did 
something to offend you.” 

“It’s not her fault. It just stinks.” 

“What stinks?” she asked curiously. 

| quickly shook my head. Normal people probably couldn’t 
smell it. It was also possible that their noses had gone 
haywire after growing accustomed to it. If | said | couldn’t 
relax because the smell of death was too strong, she might 
give me a funny look. 

“Uh, it’s nothing. Don’t worry about it. Sorry, but my 
employer called for me. I’ve gotta see her.” 

“But Lady Zero’s room is over there.” The attendant 
looked past my shoulder. 

“She told me to meet her in the backyard.” 

“In the backyard?” The attendant raised her eyebrows. 

Yeah, it does sound extremely suspicious. Still the 
competent attendant knew better than to pry too deeply 
into their guests’ affairs. 


“| will tell her that, then.” She bowed slightly. 

| walked past the hallway, but couldn’t find the exit, so | 
climbed out a window to get out of the mansion. The stench 
subsided around the front entrance. Jo the back it is. 

| went around the back of the mansion, climbed over the 
iron fence and out into a thicket. Lamp in hand, | proceeded 
towards the direction of the smell. 

The tide had receded, exposing a wet rocky area. The 
odor grew stronger and stronger as | made my way through 
the mossy terrain and onto the water’s edge. 

A small fish that failed to escape with the tide was 
flapping about on a tidepool. It would’ve been a pleasant 
sight at daytime, but in the darkness of the night, with the 
smell of death hanging thick in the air, it all seemed sinister. 

| grabbed the fish and threw it into the water. As though 
waiting for this exact moment, a huge fish jumped out and 
swallowed it whole. 

My bad. Shouldn’t have done that. Then again, if | just left 
it there, it would have died anyway. For a small fish, there 
was no better death than to get eaten by a bigger fish. / 
think. 

Anyway, back to the stench. 

“Did someone toss a corpse into the water?” 

In purely physical terms, a corpse was just a heavy lump 
of immobile flesh and bone; they couldn’t walk on their own. 
It would not be surprising if someone having trouble 
disposing of one just threw it into the lake. 

| went around a huge rock that blocked my view, and 
dropped my lamp in horror. It rolled on the ground, 
illuminating the source of the rancid smell. 

A pile of corpses. 

“What the hell is this?!” 

| often heard the phrase “mountain of corpses”, but this 
was more than that. It was practically a landform, except 
with dead bodies for earth. 


Fresh corpses—pale, swelling, and foul-smelling—peeked 
out of the undulating water surface. Underneath them were 
countless corpses nibbled on by fish and turning into 
Skeletons. 

The stench became stronger at night because the tide 
receded, leaving the corpses exposed. 

All the corpses had the mark of a goat—the ones that still 
had skin left on them, at least. Some even had two or three 
of the same brand. 

The moment | saw a flatworm crawl out of a corpse, | 
backed away. This was clearly out of the ordinary, both the 
number of corpses and the way they were disposed of. The 
goat mark looked at me with vacant eyes. 

Proof of sacrifice and devotion. The emblem of the saint. 

Covering my nose, | left the place, climbing up the rocks 
and onto the meadow to flee from the stench. 

What was that? What the hell did I just see? 

Corpses. | knew that much. Corpses that were thrown into 
the water like trash as if to hide them, feeding them to the 
fishes. 

Was it some kind of a custom of laying the dead to rest 
by submerging them into water? No. A serial killer’s 
dumping ground? That wasn’t it either. 

Humans were ritualistic creatures. If that was a type of 
funeral, there would have been at least a single ceremonial 
trinket. Above all, there was no way that a pagan funeral 
would be held in the dominion of a saint waiting for the 
Church's judgment. 

There were too many corpses for a single killer. Anyone 
who’d notice the smell and see the pile would no doubt 
Cause an uproar. If that happened, they would not just leave 
them unattended. 

| realized now that the bodies were simply dumped 
without a shred of concern. Everyone knew there were dead 
bodies there. Everyone went there to dispose of corpses. 
The place was nothing but a garbage dump for the dead. 


I'd seen such things in the battlefield. Gather up the dead 
bodies of the enemy, count them, and set them on fire. 

Could you really call a city that just tossed corpses aside 
a Holy City? Could you call a person who didn’t mourn the 
dead a saint? 

As | clumsily climbed over the fence and back into the 
mansion grounds, | felt a cold stick on my neck. The 
adjudicator. 

| finally understood why the priest was so adamant about 
keeping me away from the Holy City. If a traveling 
mercenary like me told merchants and mercenaries about 
the pile of corpses, word of it would spread far and wide in 
no time at all, damaging the saint’s reputation. 

A strained laugh escaped my lips. Yeah, | don’t think I’m 
fit to be the saint’s bodyguard. 

| couldn’t fight to protect the saint’s reputation while 
ignoring those bodies. It was all too absurd. Good-natured 
and timid, Lia was a woman who only wished to save others. 
But a saint who couldn’t deal with the problems caused by 
their own existence would eventually turn into someone 
who must be eliminated. 

Unfortunately, the priest and | had differing opinions on 
the matter. 

“| warned you,” the priest said. “I told you to get lost. 
Now you’re sneaking around in the middle of the night. Do 
you really want to lose your head that badly?” 

“I! could say the same about you. You’re watching me 
even in the middle of the night. You must have a lot of free 
time on your hands.” It was nothing but false bravado. 

The priest sneered. “A natural-born warrior like you who 
satisfies himself by killing others is terrified of mere 
corpses?” 

“Mere corpses? That’s quite the remark coming from an 
adjudicator of Dea Ignis. If an ordinary priest saw that, he’d 
be screaming it was the work of a witch.” 


“Those are nothing but lifeless bodies. Too many dying 
people gather here. So much so that Her Eminence alone 
can’t do anything about it. When people die and there’s no 
place to bury them, their corpses have to be thrown away. 
That is all there is to it.” 

“You talk as if disposing of bodies without even a proper 
burial is not a big deal. Are you really a churchman? How 
can you look at that and not think that Lia is a witch? Allow 
me to ask you the same question you asked me before. 
What are you up to?” 

“My mission is to protect Her Eminence until | hand down 
my verdict. That is all. | defend her from violence, fear, and 
malice. And as of this moment...” 

The priest removed his eye patch. It was a cloudy, 
moonless night, and he had better night vision than me. A 
Beastfallen that didn’t have the upper hand in open 
combat? It made being born a monster seem meaningless. 

“You have become a threat to Her Eminence.” 

A blade slipped out of his staff, turning into a huge 
scythe. 

“lam an adjudicator from Dea Ignis, executioner of the 
condemned, bearer of the sin of Secrecy. | am nameless. | 
simply kill until | perish, and die in a sea of vindictive blood. 
Say your prayers, sinful monster with a tainted soul. In the 
name of God—” The priest bent down. “Die.” 

“AS always, you’re fuckin’ insane!” 

His scythe closed in in an instant, and | quickly blocked it 
with my sword. | kept my focus this time, however. Twice 
before, | stopped his blade, but something wounded my 
neck. | needed to find out what that was, or I'd be dead. 

As soon as | felt a chill on my neck, | pulled out a 
throwing knife to protect myself. There was a grating sound, 
and | could feel pressure on the knife even though it didn’t 
seem to be touching anything. 

No way. Is that what | think it is? 

“A string?! So the scythe is a distraction!” 


A flashy scythe would inevitably draw attention. The 
priest’s way of fighting seemed to be using the scythe as a 
distraction to create an opening, then wrap the string 
around my neck and strangle me to death. 

The string was too tough to be cut by my knife. What Is it 
made of?! It was so thin that even when | strained my eyes, 
| could barely see it. 

All the fingers on his left hand had rings. The strings 
probably ended there. The other ends were probably tied to 
his scythe’s grip. Does he have a spool of string hidden 
there? Damn, those church toys sure are complex. 

“A distraction?” The corner of his mouth quirked up. For a 
churchman, he had the look of an actual villain. 

| couldn’t move as | was blocking the string on my neck. 
The priest, brandishing his scythe, looked like the grim 
reaper in my eyes. 

Correction: It wasn’t a distraction. 

If you paid too much attention to the scythe, you could 
kiss your head goodbye, but if you focused on the string, 
the scythe would cut you to pieces. 

Man, this guy sure is nasty. 

Using all my strength to shake off the string, | dropped to 
the ground, dodging the scythe that still managed to graze 
my ear. 

| gripped my sword and hesitated for a moment. Should | 
kill him? Right here in the Holy City? Not a good idea. But 
can | defeat him without actually killing him? 

It was a tough call. We were evenly matched. We were 
both experienced, and terribly accustomed to killing. 

| felt something creeping up my spine. Delight. 

This wasn’t a one-sided slaughter. This was a battle. Kill 
or be killed. So it was okay to kill him. | had to. 

“Kill him!” a voice in my head shouted. You wanna see 
blood, right, you monster? You like the feel of ripping flesh, 
don’t you? 


| deflected the scythe with my sword. There was a grating 
sound—the strings, most likely. They stretched from the 
glittering rings on the priest’s five fingers to the scythe’s 
grip. 

The priest brandished his weapons gracefully as though 
he was dancing. There was beauty in his perfectly 
calculated movements. 

| felt a strange sensation around my arm—a string that 
the priest was pulling. Quickly, | took a huge leap backwards 
to distance myself. Twigs started falling from the 
Surrounding trees. A poor bird resting on the branches was 
cut in half as it flapped its wings, dropping to the ground. 

| exhaled, and the priest closed the gap between us in 
one breath. 

| expected his move. | grabbed the slender arm wielding 
the scythe and gripped it tight. | heard bone creaking 
underneath his muscles. The priest tried to shake his arm 
loose, but in terms of raw power, | was stronger than him. | 
then crushed his bones with my grip. 

Still the priest didn’t let go of this weapon. Neither did he 
scream in pain. 

“You monster,” | said with a hint of praise. 

“Being called that by a monster is proof that | am 
human.” 

A moment later, the priest put his foot on my knee and 
ran up the top of my head, moving the scythe to his other 
hand. There was a popping sound as his shoulders, twisted 
by the motion of swinging the scythe down, dislocated. 

“You're sacrificing your arm?!” 

He fought with the assumption that he would get injured. 
The objective was to kill the enemy, not surviving 
afterwards. 

| could see the image of the curved blade tearing away at 
my back. | swung the arm holding the priest downwards 
with all my strength. Even when he lost his balance mid-air, 
he landed perfectly. 


At the same time, | felt a tugging sensation in my arm. 
Strings had already entangled around it. It was too late. A 
second later, blood sprayed out of my left arm. 

| howled. 

“You have tough bones.” 

The strings cut through my muscles, but creaked as they 
dug into my bones. My overflowing blood colored the 
countless strings stretching from his fingers red. 

Before | knew it, the strings had trapped me. 

Without the momentum from his descent, or the force 
from his scythe’s swing, the priest would not be able to cut 
my head off with his strength alone. But there were many 
ways to kill me when | couldn’t move. 

The priest dashed forward, aiming for my heart. | couldn’t 
avoid his attack. 

| was fully prepared to die, when | heard the sound of 
metal clashing against each other. | felt a blow to my chest, 
but something blocked the priest’s scythe, preventing it 
from touching my body. 

Immediately, | reached out with my right arm and 
grabbed the priest’s collar. It didn’t matter if | couldn’t 
move; | had a chance to win if | closed in on him. Claws and 
fangs were the best weapons a Beastfallen had in their 
arsenal. 

But he quickly tore up his clothes and took a huge leap 
back, evading the jaws closing in on his neck. At the same 
time, the strings around my arm came undone. They didn’t 
seem to be that long, perhaps to transmit power more 
efficiently. 

“| underestimated you a little,” the priest said. “I should 
have expected nothing less from a warrior.” 

Calmly, the priest popped his shoulder back in and swung 
his arm around to check its condition. 

As | staggered backwards, my back hit the wall of the 
mansion. | reached into my pocket to check what blocked 
the priest’s scythe, only to be disappointed. 


| had forgotten about it. The pin | bought for Zero was still 
in my pocket. 

“Ah, damn it. It’s broken now.” 

It was a silver pin with delicate craftsmanship. Part of it 
was damaged from the priest’s attack. 

“Fuck you, man. You're really pissing me off now. Here | 
am, minding my own business, but you keep picking a fight 
with me.” 

Rummaging through my bag, | ripped open a packet of 
hardened gunpowder with my claws, scooped out a small 
amount, then rubbed it onto the tip of my sword. 

“|! made up my mind,” | said. “I’m gonna give you a good 
thrashing.” 

“I'd love to see you try!” 

The priest leapt forward. | raised my sword, slamming the 
tip at the stone wall behind me with great force. The 
gunpowder ignited on impact, and for a brief moment it 
flashed. 

That was all | needed. The priest’s eyes were sensitive to 
light. Grunting in pain, he lost his balance. | then thrust my 
elbow into his stomach and used my weight to slam his 
body onto the ground. Pressing down on his neck as he tried 
to get up, | clenched my fists tight. 

“Now brace yourself.” 

Smiling, | brought my fist down. 

“What are you two doing?!” 

But before my fist could deform his skull, a completely 
unexpected interruption occurred. The lady attendant’s ear- 
piercing shout stopped my fist right at the very last second. 

Strangely enough, the modest, red-haired lady standing 
tall and glaring at us, possessed an air of authority and 
pressure that made me regain my composure. 

| stood up, letting go of the priest. 

“What are you thinking, fighting on the premises of Her 
Eminence’s residence?! All the noise is scaring her. Both of 
you, put your swords away. Now!” 


“But this brute is planning to hurt Her Eminence!” the 
priest protested. 

“Her Eminence will be devastated if you kill him! She will 
be sad if you are killed too!” 

| sheathed my sword. Slowly, the priest rose to his feet 
too, and with a swing of his scythe, the blade retracted. 

The attendant rushed towards me and took my bloody 
arm. She tried to wipe the blood from my arm with her 
apron, but the wound from the priest’s strings was so deep 
that the blood just kept dripping. Biting her lip, she stared at 
the apron soaked with blood. 

“This is horrible! We’ll have Her Eminence heal your 
wounds. We can say you both fought off some thugs.” 

“Thugs that could damage both our arms?” | said. “Must 
be some terrifying guys. Besides, that would mean we let 
them escape.” 

“I’m sure she’ll accept the explanation.” 

True. That woman’s too simple-minded. 

“I’m good,” | said. “I’m a Beastfallen. I’m sure these 
injuries will be healed by tomorrow. Just keep this a secret.” 

| turned on my heel and walked away. 

“Please wait!” The attendant ran up to me. “Um... You 
saw the corpses, didn’t you? We had no other choice. We’re 
thinking of doing something about them. Her Eminence 
doesn’t know anything about it.” 

“She doesn’t?” 

She had no idea, even when she lived right here? 
Something was happening because of Lia, and the priest 
and the attendant were hiding that from her. 

“Her Eminence is fainthearted. If she knew about all the 
people she couldn’t help, her gentle heart would not be able 
to bear it. But the people who are alive and suffering now 
need her help. | ask that you not call her a witch. She relies 
on you.” 

“| don’t really care if she’s a witch or a saint.” 


| had no idea how she interpreted my words, but the 
attendant let out a sigh of relief. 

“Please come to Her Eminence’s room later. She will be 
glad to have you as her guard. Let’s talk about it in detail.” 

“Sorry, but I’m Zero’s mercenary. You'll have to find 
someone else.” 

It felt like a wake-up call. It didn’t matter if Lia was 
virtuous, or if she was ignorant. What mattered was her 
using Magic was causing problems. And what Zero and | 
should do to solve them. That was all. 

Nevertheless, | still didn’t want to kill Lia. That feeling had 
not changed. But the country was suffering because of her. 
She was not fulfilling her duty. | finally understood the 
meaning behind Zero’s words. 

Ignorance was no excuse. As long as Lia reigned as a 
saint, she must know and take into account the effects of 
her existence. Lia failed at that. Good intentions, when 
spread without consideration of their negative effects, could 
be harmful. 

If the attendant was lying about Lia not knowing 
anything, that she was aware yet chose to ignore the 
problem, then we must deem her to be a witch that required 
extermination. 

There wasn’t enough to go on. | really wanted to talk to 
Zero right now. 

| walked towards Zero’s room, blood dripping from my 
arm. Blood stained the corridor, but | thought about just 
letting them think it was the priest’s blood. 

The hallways were empty. Or so | thought, when | saw a 
figure leaning against the wall, arms crossed as though they 
were waiting for someone. As a matter of fact, they were 
probably waiting for someone—me. 

“You are badly hurt, Mercenary,” Zero said. 

“This is nothing, Witch,” | replied, acting tough.. It 
actually hurt quite a bit, and would probably hurt more as 
time went on. 


“Do you plan to ask the saint to heal you?” 

“You waiting here means you were watching from the 
window.” 

“You were recruited to be the saint’s guard.” 

“Yeah, and | refused.” 

Zero’s mouth quirked into a smile. “Indeed. And then you 
came back to me. You chose me.” 

“Well, aren’t you delighted?” 

“That lam. You are my mercenary, and you belong to me. 
You became so by your own will. | will heal you, then.” 

“No need. | can handle it. The more you use Magic, the 
longer it’ll take for me to become human.” 

“Delaying it a little is fine.” 

“No, it’s not!” 

“You will have a reason to stay with me forever. You tend 
to lose your way without contractual relationships to guide 
you.” 

“Even after our contract is complete, you’re gonna use 
your charm to make me your slave anyway.” 

Zero told me that the day Theo crashed the carriage into 
that inn. She said she wouldn’t use a contract to forcibly 
bind me to her. She wanted me to stay by her side out of my 
own will. 

Zero gave a smile, perhaps remembering her own words. 
“Yes. | will captivate you. | will make you want me and only 
me. You will think there is no one else in the world like me. 
That aside...” She looked at my arm and frowned. Pulling my 
arm, she dragged me straight into the room and made me 
sit in a chair. 

“What are you doing?” 

“With your recuperative powers, your wounds will be 
healed by tomorrow, but we need to stop the bleeding.” 

Zero took off her cloak and tossed it aside. Apparently 
she was going to treat me physically, not magically, and by 
using a human method at that. | was taken aback. | didn’t 


expect Zero to go through all the trouble. Genuinely 
interested in what she planned to do, | sat there quietly. 

She lay her hands on her clothes to rip it apart. She 
probably wanted to use it as a bandage, but seeing as it was 
a short shirt to begin with, tearing it up would be a bad idea. 

“Wait. If you’re going to make a bandage, use this 
instead. It’s already a mess anyway.” 

Keeping my composure, | took off my clothes and shoved 
them at Zero. | couldn’t keep wearing a shirt stained with 
the priest’s and my own blood anyway. Nothing was more 
menacing than a Beastfallen wearing blood-stained clothes. 

Zero nodded. “That is true,” she said, taking my shirt. 
Any piece of cloth would have been fine. 

| felt a surge of relief as | watched her rip it apart. | didn’t 
care if she was indifferent to exposure, but she needed to 
realize soon that others would actually mind. Otherwise, | 
wouldn’t last long. 

“Here, give me your arm.” 

| held out my bloodied arm. Zero wiped the blood on my 
fur with some leftover cloth and began wrapping the 
makeshift bandage around my arm. She was surprisingly 
good at it. 

“So, how in the world did you end up fighting the priest?” 
she asked. “Did he catch you sneaking into the saint’s 
bedroom?” 

“Why do you keep on insisting that | have the hots for 
her?” 

“But you do like her, do you not?” 

“Well, | like Theo too.” 

Zero turned pale. “That is, uhh... He is still a young boy, 
and—” 

“Say more and I’m gonna knock you out.” | shot her a 
glare. “I don’t care if you’re joking.” 

“You cannot take a joke?” She laughed. 

“I’ve told you before. There are good jokes and bad 
jokes.” 


And it wasn’t me who couldn’t take a joke, but society, 
and the priest. I’d be in trouble if they took her words 
seriously. Worse than if | tried to sneak into the saint’s 
bedroom. | shook off the chill that ran down my spine. 

“But you are oddly nice to Theo. You even went 
downtown in Ideaverna without me.” 

“You're still hung up on that?” 

“Of course! | was really looking forward to it. In the end, | 
saw very little of the city. The governor offered to show me 
rare goods found only in port cities, but | turned him down. | 
went around searching for you.” 

“Okay, that’s my bad, but | had my reasons.” 

“Reasons?” 

| quickly realized | shouldn’t have said that. My main 
purpose of going to town with Theo was to buy a gift for 
Zero, but the gift got crushed in the fight with the priest. 

Zero’s eyes drilled into me as | sat there quietly, unable 
to give an answer. Letting out a sigh, | searched my pocket, 
then showed the silver pin to Zero. 

“| went to buy this,” | said. 

“A pin? It looks, um... girlish.” 

“No shit! It’s not for me. I, uh, got it for you.” 

“For me?” 

At a glance, it clearly looked like an accessory for women, 
with its silver fretwork and bluish gray gem turned into a 
flower. It would look weird on me, for sure. 

“Is it mine?” Zero studied the pin, then my face. 

“Theo said | needed to give you a gift since | apparently 
did something horrible to you. But I’d never given anything 
to a woman, and a Beastfallen like me can’t even get close 
to jewelry stores, so the boy helped me out.” 

But | couldn’t possibly give something that was broken. It 
was all too awkward, so | pulled my hand back. 

“Hey! Why are you putting it away?!” Zero yelled. “Itis a 
gift for me, is it not? What is the point of buying one if you 
are not going to give it?!” 


Zero reached out to take the pin, so | stretched my arm 
back as well. 

“| can’t give it. | told you, it’s broken.” 

“But it is a gift for me. Then it is mine, and | will decide 
whether | want it or not. J-Just hand it over. It does not look 
too damaged. You should take good care of things.” 

Zero stood up to snatch the pin, but | was still taller than 
her even when sitting down. We struggled over it fora 
while, and eventually it became ridiculous. The instant | lost 
focus, she snatched the pin from my hand. 

“| got it!” she cried in joy. “It is now mine. You are not 
getting it back. You gave this to me.” 

You mean you took it from me. Recalling the time she 
tried to catch fish from the river with Theo, | decided to keep 
my mouth shut. 

Zero regarded the pin happily, smiling like a child who 
received their first toy. 
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| felt somewhat uncomfortable. “It’s not really worth 
much,” | said. “I just bought it from a random stall. Sure, the 
design is unusual, but it’s broken.” 

“It is fine. | can still use it even if it is a little broken. | am 
happy. This is the first time someone has ever given me 
something. | am even happier because it is from you. | will 
treasure it.” 

Surely it wasn’t anything that grand, but if she liked it, 
then good. 

“So? If you did not sneak into the saint’s bedroom, why 
did the priest attack you?” she asked, pulling her satchel 
and sticking the pin onto it. 

Finally we were back on track. | cleared my throat, 
composing myself. 

“The smell of death suddenly got stronger at night, so | 
went to look for the source.” 

“Indeed. It must be tough for a beast’s sense of smell.” 

“Yeah, | feel like throwing up. So | went through the 
woods out back and down to the water’s edge.” | held in the 
wave of nausea surging in me as images of the rotting 
corpses flashed in my mind. “There were bodies... a hell lot 
of them. The priest ambushed me when | returned.” 

“I see. So the priest knows about the bodies?” 

“By the looks of it, yes.” 

“Since you found out about it, he tried to kill you.” 

“A pile of corpses in the back of the saint’s mansion 
would clearly ruin her name. In fact, she could be accused 
of being a witch.” 

“Sick people gather here. It is not strange for there to be 
many dead bodies.” 

“The Church is number one in the world when it comes to 
using even the tiniest excuse to label someone a witch.” 

The pile of corpses would be more than enough evidence 
to declare Lia a witch. But the priest didn’t do that. On the 
contrary, he tried to kill me, someone who could expose her. 


He clearly wanted to make her a saint. Perhaps he was 
being cautious this time, since he took the blame for a 
mistaken judgement in the past. Or maybe he wanted 
power just like the priests who forced him to take the fall. 

“If they did not want anyone to see the bodies, they could 
have dealt with it sooner rather than later.” Zero cocked her 
head curiously. 

It was one of those things that Zero could not wrap her 
head around. Humans were surprisingly incompetent, 
chaotic, and unorganized. Forestalling important matters 
was common for them. 

“Probably didn’t have enough time. It was most likely the 
residents who dumped the bodies. The priest only noticed 
recently when the corpses piled up too high up to the 
water’s surface. Before they could dispose of the bodies 
properly, | found them.” 

The governor’s call for help must have delayed the 
disposal. 

“Bodies...” Zero muttered. She seemed to be deep in 
thought. “How did the corpses look? “Did you notice 
anything unusual?” 

“You should check them out yourself. Much more certain 
that way.” 

“No. Too bothersome.” 

| Knew she would say that. Her immediate reply kinda 
pissed me off, even when | saw it coming. 

“Nothing really stood out. | guess there’s the goat 
tattoos.” 

“Goat... the emblem of the saint?” 

“Il didn’t examine them closely, but as far as | could tell, 
all the corpses had the mark. Then again, everyone who 
comes to the Holy City wants to be healed by the saint’s 
miracles, so it’s not really strange for all of them to have 
goat tattoos. Come to think of it, some had two or three 
tattoos. Does the healing become more effective with more 


” 


“Il knew it. Sacrixigs.” 

“Sa... sacri... what?” 

“| figured out what Magic spell the saint is using,” Zero 
said. “It was only conjecture at first, but now | am certain.” 

“| see. That’s great.” 

“Every corpse you saw had their life sucked out of them 
by the saint.” 

| see. That’s awful. 





Chapter 6: Sacrificial Goat 


“Sacrixigs is a Magic spell from Page Three of the Chapter 
of Protection,” Zero began. “Although it requires a rather 
tedious procedure, it is not that advanced a spell.” 

“By tedious procedure, you mean the mark of the goat?” | 
asked. 

“Yes. It does not have to be a goat specifically, but the 
caster needs to mark several people with a chosen brand. 
When someone is injured or sick, the caster recites an 
incantation while visualizing the mark strongly in their mind. 
Doing so will distribute the injury or sickness of one person 
to others who have the same mark.” 

“But won’t that just result in more casualties?” 

“Allow me to explain further.” Zero pushed a bag to me. 
Inside were stuff needed for camping outside, like her spoon 
and bowl. | organized them all together myself. “That bag is 
too heavy for you to carry on your own, is it not?” she 
asked. 

“Not really, no—” 

“Indeed, it is extremely heavy.” 

“True. Feels like my arms are being torn to shreds.” 

Better not interrupt her. 

Zero then reached out and grabbed something from the 
bag—a cup. 

“Now it is a little lighter, because | took some of the bag’s 
contents.” 

“Well, yeah.” 

“Let us assume there is another person present—say, the 
priest—who will take something else from the bag.” Zero 
took a wooden bowl this time. 


| highly doubt that the priest would do that, but whatever. 
I’m just gonna keep my mouth shut. 

“Your load is now even lighter. But the priest and | only 
increased our burden a little. Sacrixigs works like this. It 
distributes one’s burden to several others.” 

“So you can turn one person’s grave injury into multiple 
people’s minor injuries.” 

“That would increase the number of injured, but reduce 
the number of deaths. There is a more practical version of 
this, though it is a little complicated. In any case, this is a 
Magic spell based on the principle of mutual aid.” 

“I see. Sounds like a good Magic spell.” 

“You think so too?” Zero said, her face lighting up. “lama 
good witch, so | devise good spells. This is Magic that 
distributes injuries to others. As such, it consumes less 
power than, for example, a purely healing spell like Cordia. 
It can save a large number of people with the least amount 
of power. Unfortunately, the ratio is off.” Her face suddenly 
turned grim. 

“Ratio?” 

“Sacrixigs works wonderfully with several people sharing 
one person’s injury. But what would happen if the numbers 
were reversed?” 

Numbers reversed? So like there are multiple injured but 
only one who can take on their wounds. What if there were 
five injured, and one person would take half of their injuries 
each? 

“Wait a minute.” 

“Exactly. Injuries are not distributed. On the contrary, 
they are concentrated onto a single person. Multiple 
scratches can turn into a life-threatening injury. A simple 
cold can turn into pneumonia, and if you take on several 
severe illnesses, you could even die instantly.” 

“And Lia’s doing that?! No way!” 

“But all the bodies had the brand of the goat on them, did 
they not? You said some even had multiple marks. The more 


marks you have, the more burden you will have to carry. In 
other words, you can die easier.” 

“There’s just no way she can do that!” 

“Who told the saint about Magic?” Zero continued. “How 
did they explain it to her? What effect, if any, would it have? 
What if the saint had not been informed that the ones who 
had the mark would have to bear the wounds and illnesses 
of others?” 

“How could she even use Magic with only limited 
knowledge?!” 

““Magic is useful precisely because knowledge on how it 
works is not required in order to use it. You can use Magic 
even if you do not know that you need a sacrifice. And 
sometimes there will be sacrifices without you even knowing 
about it.” 

| couldn’t believe that Lia would intentionally hurt people. 
But what if she didn’t know? What if whoever brought Magic 
to Cleon told her that her healing was simply a miracle from 
God? 

“Who taught Lia Magic?” And why didn’t they tell her 
what Sacrixigs really does? 

“| do not know.” Zero shook her head. “I have done some 
investigating around the saint, but | can only sense Magic 
from her. Perhaps they already left the country.” 

“So they just taught her whatever then ditched? That 
doesn’t make any sense. If Lia keeps on using Sacrixigs 
without knowing how it works, no one will benefit from it! 
Are you saying they just love watching a whole country fall 
into chaos?” 

“That is possible. There are quite a few witches who love 
chaos and find pleasure in being called evil. All | Know is 
that no one in the vicinity of the saint can use Magic. Maybe 
her mentor is somewhere far away and they meet 
regularly.” 

| recalled what Ideaverna’s pervy governor said. “What 
about the woman who donated Akdios to Lia?” A wealthy 


merchant notorious for seeing the poor as nothing more 
than slaves. Apparently she was Lia’s tea-drinking buddy. 

“What if this bitch cornered a Mage from the Coven of 
Zero and told them to turn anyone into a saint. Make them 
focus on medical treatment then plan to win her over later? 
That makes sense.” 

“That sounds possible. In that case, every powerful 
person on friendly terms with the saint is a suspect. To 
narrow them down...” Zero glanced at me. She was 
hesitating to continue out of consideration. 

So | said it. “We need to talk to Lia. Might even need to 
resort to some drastic measures.” 

Lia needed to know what she was doing. She might not 
know the truth, but people were dying because of her. She 
needed to be aware of the mess she was making because of 
her ignorance. 

However, the priest knew | didn’t trust Lia. Would he just 
sit quietly and let me do whatever | wanted? 

“Gramps! Zero!” Theo burst into the room, his face pale. 
“Il knew I'd find you here. | went to Gramps’ room but 
couldn't find him there. Anyway, | don’t Know what’s going 
on, but they’re talking about how both of you tried to kill the 
saint. There will be more soldiers coming soon. We have to 
get out of here!” 

“Of course,” | said. “I saw this coming.” 

“Oh, here’s your stuff,” the boy said. “I got them from 
your room.” 

“You're one smart kid, all right. I’m kinda frightened of 
what you'll become in the future.” 

Soon after, we heard the sounds of footsteps drumming 
on the hallway. They were coming in great numbers, and 
judging from the heavy metallic clangs, they were fully 
armed, heading towards my room. Fortunately we were in 
Zero’s room right now. 

“He’s not here!” came a voice from the room across the 
hall. “Where’d he go?!” 


Run away or fight—it was a difficult choice. Killing the 
soldiers and the priest, then interrogating Lia didn’t sound 
like a bad idea, but | would rather not do that. | might just 
go down in history as a great villain, with my name carved 
in stone. 

Okay, let’s get out of here. | was more of a deserter than 
a fighter anyway. 

“Witch, put your cloak on and grab your stuff.” 

“lam already wearing it, and | have my things ready.” 

| turned to Theo. “Theo, you—” As soon as | saw his neat 
appearance, | shut my mouth. 

He climbed an impossible ladder, from a bandit gang’s 
errand boy to a saint’s retainer. He might even be able to 
attend a doctors’ school with the help of the saint. 

“I’m ready,” he said. “I don’t have much stuff.” 

“No, you're staying here.” 

“What?” 

“There’s something you want to do, right? Whatever that 
is, working for the saint is your best bet of accomplishing it. 
If you come with us, you might not be able to return to 
Akdios.” 

“Oh... But I...” 

| ruffled his hair. “Stay here and ask Lia to let you go to 
school or something. Once you’ve become what you wanted 
and finished what you set out to do, you can go ona 
journey. We might see each other again someday. | stand 
out, after all.” 

All he had to do was look for a big, black and white 
Beastfallen. We could always do that. But if he came with us 
now, his future would be ruined. 

“We're going out the window. Come.” Carrying Zero, | 
opened the window. | could hear footsteps approaching. 
“Here goes. Keep your mouth closed.” 

“Kay.” Zero’s response sounded rather childish, perhaps 
because she kept her mouth shut. “Understood,” she 
corrected, frowning. 


Too late for that. | jumped down from the window. 

| ran through the back streets under the cover of night. 

Akdios was a small city, connected to the outside world 
by a single suspension bridge. There were no places to hide 
from pursuers; anyone running away would inevitably head 
for the bridge. Naturally, the best course of action was to 
deploy personnel near the bridge and lie in wait for their 
target. 

With Zero in my arms, | hid behind a building and peered 
at the suspension bridge. 

One... five... ten... 

“There's fifteen people in front of the bridge.” A sigh 
escaped my lips. 

“A warm welcome for us,” Zero said. 

“Damn, | gotta kill fifteen people?” | didn’t just want to 
hold myself back. | really didn’t want to kill anyone at all. 

Killing them would be easy. But | didn’t like killing. No, 
that’s not it. | despised the realization that | did, in fact, 
enjoy slaughter. 

Remembering that feeling when | fought the priest made 
me want to throw up. | was enjoying our fight to the death. | 
was itching to rip apart his bowels. 

There was no need to give myself over to such impulses 
outside of an actual battleground. The thought of losing my 
mind to that sensation and never coming back gave me 
chills. 

“You are a mercenary, yet you avoid killing,” Zero said. “1 
find that rather strange.” 

“If you ask me, mercenaries killing people just because 
they’re hired killers are the odd ones. It’s one thing to kill for 
a job you were hired to do, and another to kill for fun.” 

My personal opinion, however, did not matter to the 
enemy. | listened closely to the soldiers shouting at each 
other. 

“We're up against a Beastfallen! Aim for its vitals for an 
instant kill!” 


“Get the explosives ready! Archers, take your positions!” 

They’re really out to murder my ass. Like the priest said 
before, most people didn’t treat Beastfallen like human 
beings. 

“All right, let’s take this easy,” | said. “I'll draw them away 
from the bridge. You then cross it while | have their 
attention.” 

“A rather common strategy.” 

“Call it a standard tactic. Once you start crossing the 
bridge, I’ll block your pursuers. If the bridge falls, they’ll be 
in trouble too, so they shouldn’t be able to go all-out. | 
think.” 

| needed to get at least Zero across the bridge before the 
priest showed up. Alone, | could just swim across the lake 
and climb up the cliff. 

“I'll raise hell. Once they’re distracted, you race for the 
bridge.” 

“I can fight, too.” 

“That'll be our last resort. If they find out you’re a witch, 
you'll be hunted to the ends of the earth. All the more so 
when you have a conspicuous bodyguard like me. It’s my 
job to protect you, so just stand back.” 

Zero nodded. Drawing my sword, | jumped out of the 
alley. 

“Th-There it is! The Beastfallen!” 

“Stand your ground! Kill the monster! It wants to harm 
Her Eminence!” 

“All men on it! Don’t let it get away!” 

“We're bringing out the big guns. Call the gunners! A little 
damage to the city doesn’t matter!” 

Humans were hunting creatures. They cowered when 
attacked, but chased their prey when it tried to escape. 

| ran around the bridge for a while to draw enough 
attention from the soldiers, then turned tail. Focused solely 
on hunting me down, the soldiers didn’t pay any attention to 


the bridge. | checked over my shoulder to see Zero taking 
advantage of the opening to race towards the bridge. 

Then all of a sudden, | sensed something off. The 
guardian deity statues, which should have been facing 
outwards, were now facing my direction. What’s more, their 
bellies had square holes from which black muzzles peeked 
out, dimly lit by the watch fires. 

Statues given by the Church to protect the city. How did | 
not even consider that they were not just ordinary statues? 

“A rotating turret?” 

When | first laid eyes on the statues, | noticed the cuts on 
their waists. | thought it was because the upper and lower 
parts were made separately then assembled afterwards, but 
it was apparently a mechanism to rotate the built-in turret. 

The next thing | knew, the soldiers around me had 
already dispersed, and | was standing alone in the middle of 
the street. Cannons were used against large targets, such as 
castles and whole armies, but in situations like this, they 
could be effective against single targets as well. 

| couldn’t help but turn pale. 

“Fire!” the gunner shouted. 

A second later, the roar of shells rocked the town. 
Fortunately, they were old guns that hadn’t been used for 
years. Unfamiliar with operating older type cannons, the 
soldiers didn’t even adjust the angle of fire, causing the 
Shells to go way off their mark, hitting the base of the 
church’s spire. With its base pulverized, the spire slowly 
toppled over—towards me. 

“You dumb fuck!” | cursed as | crawled on the ground and 
hid behind a building. 

The bell hanging from the spire fell and hit one of the 
deity statues, ringing loudly like I’d never heard before. | 
reflexively covered my ears. 

A moment of silence followed. 

The first words my ears caught as | listened was, “Did you 
kill it?” 


“Our target is a Beastfallen. Of course, it’s alive! We have 
to protect the bridge... Wait, what’s that?” 

“Somebody's crossing the bridge!” 

“Don’t let them cross! Damn it. We have no other choice. 
Cut the bridge!” 

Shit. They saw her. 

Grabbing my sword, | jumped out from behind the 
building with a roar, drawing the attention of the soldiers. 

| climbed over the rubble and up the stairs, and knocked 
down the soldiers trying to go after Zero. 

“Sorry, but you'll have to wait until my employer gets 
across. Anyone with a death wish, come get some!” | 
shouted, sword at the ready. 

The soldiers running up the stairs stopped in their tracks 
and stepped back. The bridge was only wide enough for two 
people to walk abreast. While the landing leading up to the 
bridge was wider, wielding swords meant only two people 
could stand there at maximum, me included. If it came 
down to a one-on-one fight, there was little that an ordinary 
human could do against a Beastfallen. 

It was over if they dropped the bridge. | had to defend it 
until Zero made it safely across. How long until they see 
through my bluff? As | was wondering that, | heard the 
sound of an arrow cutting through the air, and | shifted my 
body. The arrow grazed the tip of my nose before sticking 
onto the bridge’s wooden panel. | quickly hid behind the 
statue. 

“Looks like it wouldn’t be long.” 

| couldn’t possibly stand against a volley of arrows. Also 
that guy could be here any time now. Perhaps | shouldn’t 
have thought about him. 

“Hold your fire! The priest is here to back us up. Put out 
the fires!” 

Orders to extinguish the flames rolled all around until 
every light around the bridge was out, leaving only a heavy 
silence. 


| dropped my lamp back when | found the pile of corpses 
and didn’t pick it back up. It was too dark even with the 
eyes of a Beastfallen. | couldn’t deal with a situation like 
this. 

Keeping my back to the bridge, | peered at my 
Surroundings. No sounds of footsteps. 

Suddenly, | felt a movement in the air—at my feet. 

“Shit!” 

A flash came from the ground. Something lunged at me 
with great force, grazing the tip of my nose. As | took a few 
steps back, the panels of the bridge creaked. 

Clouds drifted away, giving way to a little bit of moonlight 
that illuminated the surroundings. A priest stood just a few 
steps away from me, as if one with the darkness, carrying a 
disturbing scythe. 

“You're looking pretty fine,” | said. “Looks like your 
injuries are all healed up.” 

The priest didn’t answer. Instead he pounced forward in 
one breath. As the tip of his scythe drew near, | reflexively 
swung my sword and deflected it. But the blade still tore my 
arm slightly. 

“Damn it. | can’t get the timing right!” 

It’s hard to read his movements. No, | actually can’t. 

Nevertheless, deflecting his weapon with all | got pushed 
the priest’s light body back. But he quickly regained his 
posture, lowered his body, and leaped into my chest. The 
scythe’s tip struck me in the gut. | darted backwards to 
lessen the impact, but still it managed to knock the wind out 
of me a little. When | landed, a rotten panel gave way under 
my weight. The priest’s scythe brushed past just above my 
head as my body lurched. | pulled my foot back up and 
leaped backwards, avoiding the priest’s follow-up attack. 
The suspension bridge shook wildly and creaked. 

“Yo, Father. You want to fight out here? One wrong move, 
and we’ll both fall together with the bridge.” 


The bridge’s handrail was higher than my waist. A swing 
from our weapons could cut the ropes supporting the 
bridge. 

There was a lake below, but the water was shallow near 
the island. If we fell, we’d probably end up crashing onto the 
rocks. 

But thanks to the priest being on the bridge with me, the 
soldiers couldn’t drop the bridge either. 

“Il just have to aim for your neck,” the priest answered 
nonchalantly, shouldering his scythe. 

He was about two steps away from me, and | already 
knew he could close this distance in an instant. But only if 
he had a stable and solid foothold. 

| gripped my sword tight, raised it high, then with all my 
strength, slashed the wooden panels between me and the 
priest. The fragile panels cracked and shattered, their 
fragments falling into the lake. Now there was no decent 
foothold between us. 

“Sorry, but fighting cleanly isn’t my style,” | said. 
“Mercenaries do anything so they have the upper hand.” 

The priest would have to carefully tread the panelless 
bridge with only the handrails as support. | wouldn’t have to 
worry about him decapitating me. 

“Did you really think that would be enough to stop me?” 
The priest sneered. He bent down and jumped, landing 
gracefully on the handrail. 

“Wh-What the hell?! Are you some kind of an acrobat?!” 

Under the moonlight, | could vaguely make out the 
strings stretching from the priest’s rings. He seemed to 
have fastened the ends of the strings somewhere, creating 
a Safety line for himself. Still his physical abilities were out 
of this world. 

To make matters worse, the priest started running on top 
of the rope. Holding his scythe horizontally, he swung at my 
neck. | bent down to avoid his attack, then sprinted across 


the bridge while evading his scythe, keeping my body low 
as if crawling. 

“Turn on the lights!” A command rang out from across the 
bridge. 

Just as the voice ordered, the fires were lit. The dark 
surroundings suddenly brightened, stopping the priest in his 
tracks. 

“Mercenary!” Zero shouted. “Behind you!” 

| peered past the priest and saw ten archers standing ina 
row, bows at the ready. 

“Nock your arrows!” 





The archers drew their bows in unison. The creaking of 
the bow strings sent a chill down my spine. 

“Are you fucking serious?! This is more than just putting 
your life on the line, man! You want to commit double 
suicide with me?!” 

The priest and | were close to each other. If they shot me, 
they’d hit the priest too. Did he leave me stranded on the 
bridge while waiting for the archers to be ready? 

The priest, however, looked just as pale as me. 
“Disgusting! Of course not!” he said. “Archers! Stand back, 
now! | told you not to interfere!” 

“Fire!” 

Arrows flew. | couldn’t believe it. They were actually 
shooting at both of us. 

Not expecting this to happen, the priest had stopped 
moving completely for a moment. 

Don’t they know what happens if they point their weapon 
at a priest of the Church? 

As the arrows zipped through the air, | lowered my body 
even further to the point where my stomach touched the 
panels. Zero was almost across the bridge, so | wouldn’t 
have to worry about the arrows reaching her. 

Covering his eyes in pain, the priest jumped down from 
the rope and lay face down in front of me. The arrow passed 
right over our heads and lodged in the panels nearby. 

“What’s going on, priest?! | thought you were on their 
side?! Why are they trying to kill both of us?!” 

“How would | know?! | told them I’d take care of things. | 
didn’t recall ordering them to kill me too. What is going on 


The priest let out a low grunt, and his body stiffened. His 
pants were red. Apparently the arrows grazed him. 

Since | couldn’t use the priest as a shield, | needed to 
come up with a plan. Should | just jump into the lake? 

“Cannon ready! Ignition, distance, aim, all good!” 

What the hell? 


There were two statues guarding the bridge, one of which 
was smashed into smithereens a while ago. But the other 
one was still intact, aiming straight at me. 

Their plan was to use the archers to stop me before | got 
out of range of the cannon, and prepared the gun in the 
meantime. They realized that dropping the bridge was not 
enough to kill a Beastfallen. 

At this distance, the shells would come flying straight at 
me. Taking into account their miss earlier, they had adjusted 
the aim perfectly as well. | would definitely die instantly if | 
took a direct hit. 

“Ignite!” 

The injured priest couldn’t possibly make it out of this 
predicament. 

Quickly | hooked my claws into the priest’s clothes, 
leaped to the side, grabbed a hold of the rope, then went 
underneath the paneling to withstand the impact from the 
Shell that just fired with a bang. 

A direct hit tore the wooden panels to shreds, fragments 
flying different directions like arrows. My thick fur protected 
me, but the wooden shards hit the priest. Blood splattered 
from his body. Nevertheless it was better than getting hit by 
the shell directly. For now | needed to come up with 
something before the second shell fired. 

The moment | stirred, the priest yelled, “We’re done for! 
The bridge won't hold up!” 

“Well, we can’t just hang around like this,” | said. 

| heard the creaking of the rope and looked up. The 
shrapnel had ripped apart three of the four ropes supporting 
the bridge, leaving them dangling in the air. Even though 
the last remaining rope was sturdy, made from several 
thinner ropes joined together, it couldn’t possibly support 
our weight. 

Under the bridge was a lake. But we were too high up. If 
we fell at an awkward position, the impact with the water 
surface could break all the bones in our body, then we 


would drown. | might actually survive, but the priest would 
die for sure. 

The bridge sloped upwards from the island to the cliffs, 
and we were hanging right in the middle of it. If the rope 
Snapped and we grabbed the one on the cliff-side, we might 
avoid slamming into the water. Unfortunately, the rope | was 
holding on to leaned towards Akdios. We'd plunge straight 
to our watery graves if the rope snapped. 

“Fuck. What now?!” 

The ropes creaked and my body dropped significantly. As 
| jerked back, my eyes suddenly went to the priest’s hand, 
to the five rings shining on his fingers. 

If | recall, the strings are connected to his scythe. 

“Hey, priest. Let me borrow your scythe for a minute.” 

“No.” 

“Stop being stubborn, and give it to me! Do you wanna 
die?!” 

“This weapon is my soul! You can have it when you pry it 
from my cold, dead hands!” 

So even in this dire situation, he still has his dignity and 
pride as a priest. 

The rope grated once more. It could barely hold us any 
longer. 

“There’s no time to argue. If you won’t hand it over, I'll 
just take it.” 

| shouldered the priest’s body and snatched the scythe 
from his hand. In that instant, the rope holding up the 
bridge snapped. For a moment it felt like | was floating. | 
heard the sound of the wind blowing past. 

“God damn it!” 

| threw the scythe with all my strength. The blade pierced 
the retreating wooden panels. 

“Mercenary! Mercenary!” Zero shouted. 

The priest and | were plunging through the air. 
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